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You let me fly high and free all the time. 
You let me fly after my dreams all the time. 
And reserve all the dusty reality to yourself. 
To My Dear Mom — Miss Freda Cho 
From you, I have learnt the meaning of Masculinity’ the ideal version I will ever 







The research project aims to provide a qualitative account of the life experiences 
and gender identifications of masculine women in Hong Kong. It is based on the 
life experiences of 18 women informants (aged from 21 to 48，all ethnically 
Chinese) who have been mistaken as males by other social members in local 
public. They are recruited to this project based on the shared experience of public 
gender mis-recognition. The term "masculine women" is made up by the 
researcher as an attempt to identify women with similar experiences or culturally 
recognised masculine attributes. 
Information about the informants is collected by individual in-depth interviews. 
The interactions between individual gender configurations of informants and 
different kinds of collective gender discourses prevalent in local society are 
studied. These include the ways informants apply to cope with everyday public or 
private gender scrutiny, to negotiate with mainstream gender discourses, and to 
construct alternatively of their gender identities. Special attention is paid to the 
following areas: the public labels and personal gender interpretations of masculine 
women; the popular gender discourses in Hong Kong; the gender negotiations of 
informants in various influential social interactions (family, school, workplace, 
courting relationship etc.) and with messages from the mass media. 
The study discovers that ideas about masculinity are usually transferred to the 
informants by their mothers during younger years. Paternal influences or modeling 
effects on gender style are less significant according to the experiences of many 
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informants. Female masculine models in media, peer groups or some 
identity-based communities are found to be significant source of gender learning 
and social support to informants. In everyday life, informants negotiate with the 
social gender expectation by adopting culturally recognizable discourses to make 
sense of their gender styles and identifications. The dominant heterosexual gender 
framework is adopted by informants to conceptualize their genders, while, at the 
same time new discursive possibilities are invited by individual manipulations of 
the major framework. 
The very social existence of informants in this project is brought about by public 
mis-recognition. Their living experiences call for a new cultural and theoretical 
recognition of female genders beyond the binary categorization, and a revision of 
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Preface 
The passion of studying transgressive genders has been developed since my early 
twenties when I was undergoing my own gender transformation (the obsession 
with masculinities on female bodies). This research project is the result of years of 
search of gender identification and the prolonged obsession with female 
masculinities. It is an inside-out journey of my own personal indulgence and also a 
very initial cultural intervention to the proliferation of female genders in local 
society. 
At the beginning of my project, I would like to have a brief discussion of the 
academic location of studies of female masculinity. 
It demonstrates in most studies of female masculinity the lesbianisation and 
alienisation of the women subjects. Many historical studies of early forms of 
female masculinity always tend to impose on them modem frameworks of 
lesbianism. This is indeed an ethnocentric appropriation which is ahistorical and 
turns blind to the cultural context of modem (Western) notion of lesbianism. More 
importantly, the appropriation renders any project of female gender diversity 
self-defeating in political endeavour. 
This is also something I uphold for my project. It is a politically self-defeating 
strategy if we continue to apply only the stereotypical notion of lesbianism to 
conceptualize forms of female masculinity (or notion of gayness to male 
femininity). The consequence will be the perpetual dislocation of alternatively 
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gendered women or men from entering any "centres “ of gender discourse. In other 
words, the stereotypical pairings will forever situate female masculinity or male 
femininity at the illegitimate margin of mainstream gender discourse. 
I situate my project as a study of masculine women in general. It is a conscious 
move to reject the stereotypical equation of "masculine women are lesbians, and 
therefore the Other" in mainstream imagination. And also it is a further 
demonstration of the theoretical stance that there is no natural association of 
biological sex, gender identification and sexual object choice, and the pairings of 
femininity to female and masculinity to male are arbitrary and instable in living 
contexts. The project of masculine women also seeks to open up both linguistic 
and social possibilities of new gender identifications. By locating "masculine 
women" as the subjects of study, I attempt to create visibility to a socially 
unrecognized (or mis-recognized) form of gender identification, presentation and 
to create a context for their cultural intelligibility in local society. 
However, I am not in opposition to any investigation on non-normative genders in 
queer contexts. Queer genders are in fact subversive and prolific sites of discursive 
production. I am responding to the dominant academic practice of excluding (the 
possibilities of) non-normative genders in heterosexual contexts, and secondly the 
danger of rendering those genders and beings perpetually as social and cultural 
outsiders. Since socially "invisible" forms of gender can only be brought into 
cultural recognition if existing defining borders governing the sphere of 
recognition are called into question. Those defining borders include not only the 
dualism of fen ale and male, women and men, but also homosexuality and 
heterosexuality )r the same kind of pairing in any other names. The queer politics 
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of gender proliferation should not reinforce the constructed opposition of hetero-
and non-heterosexism. And projects aiming at creating new gender discourses will 
be most subversive and substantial if they can reveal the illusionary boundary of 
WE and the OTHERS. 
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Chapter One 
Introduction: The Genders that have No Names 
"One comes to 'exist' by virtue of this fundamental dependency on the address of the Other. One 
'exists' not only by virtue of being recognized, but, in a prior sense, by being recognizable." (Judith 
Butler, Excitable Speech, 1997) 
Through my address women participated in this project as informants are 
recognized as "masculine women". However, the term itself is not recognizable in 
local society nor by the addressees themselves. It is a term made up for this project 
which I use to acknowledge the existence of women who are being recognized (or 
mis-recognized) as males in our society. 
If a subject always needs to be addressed, or interpellated in Althusser's^ term, by 
the Other so as to be able to come into social existence and be recognizable, 
"masculine women" in this project are those subjects who make their first 
existence in society only through "the mz5-address of the Other". They are 
biological women who are being recognized as males in public. In exact term of 
address, women in this project are recognized by others most often by a burst of 
“Sir... Oh sorry!". ‘‘Sir... Oh sorry!" inaugurates their very existence in public. It 
is also their recognizable gender status. By this peculiar “Sir... Oh sorry!", they 
become a gendered Other in the strictly dual-sexed society. 
1 Althusser, Louis (1969), "Ideology and ideological state apparatuses". 
1 
This project studies the engendering process of subjects whose very gendered 
existence is brought about by public mis-recognition. Also, echoing what I said in 
the Preface, I reject any attempt to "reduce" this project into a lesbian project, just 
the same as I reject any attempt to "reduce" any lesbian studies into studies of the 
Other. For masculinity in women is not "reserved" for lesbians or any other 
"minority" groups (or to be exact, any other visibility-challenged groups, for the 
term "minority" in sexuality context is definitely not a matter of quantity, but 
visibility), just the same as female homosexuality is not restricted to the "Other". 
Masculinity is a collective term with many variant forms which are manifested 
through different kinds of body. And this project is about women whose masculine 
appearances have caused public mis-recognition. 
After the Title: Some Linguistic Troubles 
"Masculine women" is not a popular term in local society. It is not culturally 
acknowledged. It is contesting and problematic. No member in local society will 
address any person by this .term. And masculinity is a contesting idea. To describe 
my informants as "masculine" is problematic. Yet I am using this term out of the 
limited linguistic choices available in English. And for the sake of being precise 
and be more reader-friendly, I am using this rather unsophisticated term instead of 
phrases such as “women who have been mistaken as males" to address my 
informants. 
I do not intend to use tl is section to argue for the title for I admit it is indeed an 
awful term. Instead, I would like to address these linguistic problems at the very 
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beginning of my project. Those troubles in English, or in Chinese, or I believe they 
exist in many other language systems, are actually one of the important ideological 
sites for gender politics. 
Forty years ago, Betty Friedan brought to the American public "the problem that 
has no name" in her influential work Feminine Mystique (1963)； She was 
addressing the unspeakable and invisible "problems" of those well-off white 
middle class housewives lived in modem suburban houses in the mid-20^^ century 
in North America. Now I would like to borrow her term for those linguistic 
troubles which are a headache for many gender researchers. Due to the highly 
gendered nature of most of our language systems, we are linguistically challenged 
by "the genders that have no names". How to address genders or in fact how to 
conceptualize those genders that are beyond the logic of the deep-rooted F/M 
schema? To bring those unspeakable and ideologically "invisible" genders into 
‘ linguistic beings is the very first step to recognize their social existence and from 
there we are able to recognize and then have a better understanding of all the living 
genders in different cultural contexts. ‘ 
This project tries to put its participants into linguistic beings through a more 
"positive" inauguration. Yet it is an address coloured by the F/M schema and 
remains to be contesting and problematic. I will identify this project as an initial 
theoretical and ethnographic intervention within the on-going process of new 
subject formations. 
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Who are masculine women? 
In other words, the question can be: In what ways are "masculine women" 
recognizable to me? Or, in what ways am I able to recognize the existence of 
"masculine women"? In this project, I rely on members of the public to do the 
recognition. Informants in this project are all women who have been mistaken or 
mis-recognized by members of the public as males in Hong Kong. For gender or 
social identities are ideological existences accomplished by the incessant "gazes" 
of the Others, hence, for any recognition of social identities, it must be culturally 
specific and locally defined. 
Culturally specific in the sense that the gender norms and the gender categories/ 
possibilities varied in different cultures. And also they varied over different 
historical periods. Those gender forms which might have been tolerated two 
‘ hundreds years ago may not be able to survive and be accepted within the same 
culture nowadays. 
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The meaning and understanding of gender are also locally produced. Even for the 
universally accepted categories of "man" and "woman", there are local variations 
of the meanings and the living forms. There is no universally applicable definition 
of "masculinity". "Masculinities" are to be understood contextually and also 
inter-contextually. They have to be understood from a cultural insider's view. 
In this project, I try to answer the question of "who are masculine women in Hong 
Kong?" by the collective public gazes of cultural insiders. Their masculinities and 
their gender ambiguities are most known to people living in the same society or 
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culture. Their masculinities are produced and reinforced according to the gazes, 
the labelings and the respective valorizations of their cultural co-habitants, and 
also by their own conscious or unconscious appropriations of the available cultural 
resources during the process of engendering. 
In the following, I will illustrate the research ares, methodology and the profiles of 
informants. 
Research Areas 
There are three major areas of investigation, 
, 1. What are the discourses that enable (and disenable) the existence of 
masculine women in Hong Kong? 
2. In what ways do masculine women in Hong Kong negotiate with the 
mainstream gender discourses and live to construct their gender identities? 
3. In what ways do the media interactions affect the formulation of masculine 
women's gender identifications and ways of presentation? 
The questions were formulated and revised during interviews when new insights 
were generated by new understandings. Some broad areas of investigation were 
laid before interview and based on them the interview guide was made. There is no 
hypothesis made before interview. The project is shaped by emergent data 
collected from in-depth interviews. 
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The central area of investigation of this project is the engendering process of 
women who are or were mistaken by members in public as males. As gender is an 
everyday living reality, masculine women's daily negotiations with society, their 
interactions with media (which is a significant carrier and producer of "reality" in 
contemporary societies), and the backdrop of the daily gendered plays, the 
discursive contour of local gender culture, are studied. 
Methodology 
The project is conducted by in-depth interview. I intend to enhance understandings 
of the living experiences of masculine women in local society, the most productive 
method would be the use of direct and intimate interaction. In-depth interview is 
. good at generating more personal accounts and reflections during the interactive 
process of informant-researcher sharing. Also, the spontaneous flow of verbal and 
emotional interchange, the flexibility of interview design, the additional data 
collected from physical meeting and visual supplements (such as photograph, 
diary), and most importantly the potential of obtaining highly personal 
information with a better guarantee of privacy are all advantages of individual 
in-depth interview. 
Qualitative data is collected from the interviews of eighteen informants carried out 
during the period of February 2002 to April 2003. In this section I will explain the 
sampling methods, the type of interview used, the questions asked, and in the next 
section the profile characteristics of informants and the relationships of the 
informants and the researcher. 
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Sampling Methods 
I mainly used the snowball-sampling method. I have tried to identify several most 
possible sites where masculine women can be found. The choice is based on 
popular imagination in local society and my own observational experience over 
the years. Sampling sites include: local women's organizations, professional 
women's communities, local queer women's communities, woman artists groups 
(including traditional Cantonese opera societies), sportswomen groups, and 
Buddhist women groups etc.. However, the sampling is not restricted to those 
possible sites. I was open to any referral of informants that can meet the criteria, 
that is, women who have been mistaken as men or boys by public members in 
Hong Kong, they have been living in Hong Kong for a significant period of time 
and they were growing up in ethnically Chinese family. 
I tried to identify in my personal networks any gatekeepers of those target sites. By 
referral I have successfully accessed to informants in some of the above sites. 
Some informants were referred by other informants and did not come from any of 
the above sampling sites. Most of the eighteen informants in this project were 
recruited by referral either from the gatekeepers of different communities or from 
informants already recruited. 
At the same time, I have also circulated a recruitment notice for interviewee by 
email to the target sites and my personal networks and asked recipients to forward 
the notice to their respective networks. I have got four volunteers through this way 
to be my informants. They were either enthusiastic women interested in my project 
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or regarded their experiences relevant to the study and hence were eager to share. 
During the sampling period, I have made conscious effort to recruit informants 
from diverse social classes, occupational and educational backgrounds, and with 
different sexual orientations. I tried to source informants close to or within the ages 
ranging from 20 to 45，for women of these ages are most active in labour force 
participation and hence I suppose they are women with greater social interactions 
which are one of the major areas of investigation in this project. In other words, the 
"strategy" I employed for sampling is an on-going revision of cases recruited and 
from them sourcing for new cases. From time to time I tried to ensure an inclusive 
representation of voices of women coming from different social classes, 
occupational and educational backgrounds, and with different sexual orientations, 
while at the same time, I tried to diminish any subjective manipulation to the 
composition of informants resulted from multiple snowball referrals. During the 
process, I interviewed most of the women through third person referral and only 
achieved the "inclusive representation" by enlarging the snowball networks. This I 
believe can guarantee a more "natural" representation of my target informants 
while also to some extent, ensure different voices and experiences to be included 
regardless of their quantitative representation in the target population. 
Interviews 
From February 2002 to April 2003，I have carried out over twenty individual 
interviews with eighteen informants. Each interview session lasted from half hour 
to over three hours depended on different circumstances. Most informants have 
been interviewed once. A few have been interviewed twice or three times owing to 
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the tight schedules of some informants or for follow-up interviews to get more 
information. All interviews were taped by a cassette recorder visible to the 
informants during interviews. Permission of the informants was sought each time 
before I turned on the recorder or during the time I approached them for 
interviews. 
Interviews were made individually with informants in a face-to-face style. All 
interviews were conducted in Cantonese (the major dialect used by Hong Kong 
Chinese). Meeting places were usually decided mutually by informants and me. I 
always asked informants to suggest a place where they would feel relaxed, 
undisturbed and also be easily accessible to them. Meeting places include 
informants' homes, restaurants, coffee shops and their offices. One follow-up 
interview was done by phone due to the outbreak of atypical pneumonia (SARS) in 
Hong Kong. All the rest of the interviews were conducted in person. In a few cases, 
brief supplementary responses from informants were sent to me by email. 
The times for the interviews varied. They were usually suggested by my 
informants and usually I would ask them to suggest a time that they would not be 
so tired nor in a rush. 
Sometimes interviews were supplemented by visual data. I have requested 
informants to bring with them any photographs taken over the years that can show 
the development of their external gender styles. Six informants shared with me 
their portraits over the years and one of them even showed me some pages of her 
diary during teenage years which regarded by her as very significant to her gender 
development at that time. The photographs were helpful insofar as they exhibited 
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visually to me the external presentations of my informants over the years. They 
can also help the informants to recall incidents that might have been out of their 
mind without the aid of the photographs. They acted as efficient visual 
stimulations to informants, especially productive to research projects which study 
individual's external images and interpersonal experiences. In other words, visual 
aids such as photographs, videos, or paintings and dairies are valuable sources of 
data. Quite often a paragraph in an old diary or an old family album is more 
stimulating to the informants during interviews than a verbal question asked by the 
researcher. 
I prepared an interview guide that contains some forty questions under different 
topics. Apart from demographic information such as age, place of birth, 
educational background, occupational history, religion, family background etc., 
the interview guide I prepared is broken down into the following areas: family life 
(relationship with different family members, role in family, gender training in 
family); sources of gender knowledge in early years; daily experiences related to 
their gender presentation (experiences of being mistaken as male, experiences at 
work or at school, relationship with friends); choice of external style (preference 
of dressing style, changes of external styles over the years); self gender 
identifications and gender roles; roles in courting relationship and dating histories; 
and media experiences (impressive images in the media, role models in the media, 
version of ideal woman presented in the local media). 
The order of questions would be revised for different informants. Most often some 
factual questions such as demographic information, family background etc. were 
asked at the beginning of the interview as a way to warm up the conversation and 
10 
the more reflective questions such as self gender identification were usually asked 
later when the informants were more familiar with the types of information I 
needed. Yet for informants who seemed to be uneasy to talk about themselves at 
the beginning and acted in a more reserved way, I would delay the questions of 
personal information and instead asked them their experiences of being mistaken 
in public as males. This part I found can always succeed in opening up the 
conversation and making the informants easier to share. To ask them to talk about 
their experiences of being mistaken is more or less like a pick up line to light up 
the atmosphere and get the chat started. 
I did not follow my interview guide in a strict way either in order or for the content 
of questions. Most often I tried to let my informants dominate the flow of the 
conversation. The ways of their telling and the orders of the life incidents they 
presented to me were significant sources of information. I usually carried out 
interviews in a chatting style and inserted new questions when informants have 
finished one section. For different informants, questions will be added to or taken 
off from the original interview guide with regard to their different life experiences. 
Informants 
Eighteen women joined this project as informants. Please refer to the tables below 
for their profile information. 
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Table 1 ： Informants' Profile (General) 
Name Age Education Social Siblings School Sex of Religion 
Class* lype Partner 
1 ~ Y Y ~ 2 1 i^t-grad. Middle IS " Co-ed Male/Celibacy Buddhist 
2_Balance 23_Secondary Working IS, IB Co-ed Female Christian 
r ~ G e n e ~ ~ 2 4 Post-grad. Mid.-Up. IB Girl's Christian 
4~"Ted 24 Post-grad. Working IS Girl's Female 厂 Wai 25 Post-grad. Working Ts Co-ed Prefers 
Female 厂 Wan 25 Post-grad, mrking 2S Co-ed Male 
7 Kit 28 Post-grad. Working 2S “ Co-ed 磁e ~ 
8 May 31 Tertiary Working 2B, Co-ed Male ~ Christian 
9 _ Ken ^ _ Secondary Low-Mid. 3B Co-ed Female 
10 Caterpillar 34 Tertiary Working Ts Girl's/ Prefers 
Co-ed Female 
11 Jon 35 Secondary Working 3B, IS Co-ed/ Prefers Buddhist 
Girl's Female 
12 Gin 38 Post-grad. Middle~Tb Girl's Prefers Christian 
Female / 
Buddhist 
13 Ding Dong 38_Tertiary Working 2B Girl's Female Buddhist 
T ^ B e l l 39 Secondary Farmer 4B Co-ed Male ~ Buddhist 
15" Grace 41 Post-grad, i r k i n g 2 6 7 1 ^ Girl's Male Christian 
. 16 Ha# 41 Post-sec. Working 3S Co-ed Male — 
T T j o e 43 Secondary Working 5S72B~ Co-ed Female Christian 
18 Mo 48 Tertiary Mid.-Up. Co-ed Prefers 
- I Female 
* Natal Family # Ha is married and has a daughter. 
All names are pseudonyms. 
S: sister(s); B: brother(s). 
Table 2: Informants' Vocational Profile 
—Name Age Vocational Background 
1 YY Student, will become a Buddhist nun in future 
2 Balance 23 Shop helper, Insurance Agent 
3 Gene ^ Reporter，Research Student 
4 Ted 24 Merchandiser, Research Student 
5 Wai 75 Administration 
6 Wan ^ Reporter, Research Student 
T Kit 28 Web Editor, NGO Worker 
[ M a y —31 Edkor 
9 Ken ^ Office Assistant, Security Guard, Shop Owner 
10[Caterpillar |34 |Programmer, Art Administration Officer, Art Course 
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Instructor 
11 Jon ^ Messenger, Broker, Security Guard, Clerk 
3 8 D J , Art Administration Officer, Editor, Women's NGO 
Worker 
13 Ding Dong 38 Clerk, Teacher 
14 Bell 39 Cantonese Opera Actress, Insurance Agent 
15 Grace 41 Graphic Designer, Church Worker 
T e r n 41 Community Centre Worker (U.K.)，Women's NGO 
Worker 
17 Joe ^ Sales Person, Property Agent, Church Worker 
18|MO |48 Icivil Servant • 
All names are pseudonyms. 
All informants are ethnic Chinese and were brought up by their natal families in 
Hong Kong (except Ha who migrated to the United Kingdom with her family 
when she was twelve years old and returned to Hong Kong twenty-two years later). 
All informants have finished at least secondary education. Eleven of them had 
tertiary education or above. Seven of them had been in all-girls' primary or 
secondary schools. Those experiences in girls' schools are found to be significant 
to some informants in the aspect of their gender developments. Especially the 
"tomboy phenomenon or culture" in some local girls' schools. Eight of them told 
me that they preferred male as their partners (one of them preferred celibacy due to 
religious reason) and the rest preferred only female or female in most cases. Six 
informants identified themselves as lesbians or claimed themselves as other local 
lesbian identities in interviews (such as TB^, butch) and usually had different 
levels of contact with local lesbian communities. All except one informants were 
single or with either female or male partners. The one who was married was living 
with her (male) husband and a teenage daughter. Christianity and Buddhism were 
found to be two major religions of the ten informants who have religious beliefs. 
2 The queer gender identity commonly used in local lesbian community to women who dress in 
masculine ways or take up masculine sexual roles in relationship. 
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For some Christian and Buddhist informants, the experiences with their respective 
religious communities were found to have some effects on their perceptions of 
gender. 
All informants were engaging in paid labour force. Please refer to Table 2 for their 
detailed vocational profile. Informants in this project mostly engaged in those 
so-called white-collar occupations. This is partly due to the local education policy. 
The Hong Kong government has put in legislation the policy of Nine-Year 
Compulsory Education in late 1970s which ensures the provision of free and 
compulsory primary and junior secondary education to all members in the 
population who have reached school age. Most informants in this project grew up 
and had education from the 1960s onward. They have at least completed 
secondary education and hence most of them were engaging in white-collar 
employment. The fields of their occupation include administration or clerk, 
non-govemmental organizations, media, art, design and performing arts, 
education, security, insurance, wholesale industry, merchandising, security guard 
sector, community service or religious sectors, or self-employed. The diverse 
vocational backgrounds of informants show that the conventional and sex-typing 
idea of "masculine" women will most likely take up "masculine" jobs cannot 
apply to the participants of this project. According to popular idea, "masculine" 
jobs are those jobs traditionally taken up by men or those require physical strength, 
outdoor duties or longer working hours. In this project, there are informants 
working as reporter, security guard, computer programmer, and pastor, which are 
positions traditionally occupied mostly by men in local society. I will take the 
popular idea of occupational sex-segregation into consideration since it is widely 
accepted in local society, yet on the other hand, more effort will be put at the 
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gender negotiations of informants with their individual work environments. The 
career choice one makes is based on many considerations. Some told me they will 
reject or avoid jobs which require them to wear dresses and some would place 
economic consideration above all other factors. The interactions one makes with 
her work environment especially those related to one's gender presentation are 
productive sites for understanding the life of masculine women in actual context. 
Therefore rather than focusing merely on the type of employments, whether it is 
"masculine" or "feminine" defined by popular thinking, this project spends more 
effort to investigate the gendered interactions of informants in the real context of 
their everyday working experiences. 
Informants in this project all shared a common experience of being mistaken as 
males in Hong Kong by social members in the public. Yet they were not a 
monolithic group with identical external style and similar stages of gender 
‘ development. Half of the informants have undergone periods or stages of change 
in their gender presentations or gender identifications during their lives. Among 
them, a few have "abandoned" masculine gender presentation at the time of 
interview and they appeared before me as most young women we meet everyday 
in the street. The following table arranges the informants into two groups, those 
who have chosen to change their external gender style (at least one time) over the 
years and those who have undergone no conscious and significant change of 
external presentation. The mark “*，’ indicates whether the informant has come 
across the gender mistake in public at the time of the interview. 
15 
Table 3: Informants' Individual Development of External Gender Style Over the 
Years 
Have undergone Have no 
conscious external significant 
change(s) over the external change 
years over the years 
Caterpillar* XX! . 
Gin* Balance* 
Mo* “ Gene* 
Grace Ted* 








Informants on the left column are those who have made conscious attempts to 
change their external gender style for different reasons over the years and the 
mistake of their gender by public members usually occurred during their more 
"masculine" periods. Informants at the right column did not make any conscious 
effort to change their gender style in external appearance over the years. Many 
have been mistaken as males continually over the years, while a few (Bell, Ha and 
Wan) only have been mistaken during their younger years or for Wan at the time 
when she cut her hair very short. The changes of external gender style of 
informants over the years were taken into consideration in this project. It is a 
significant source of information of informants' internal variations and diversified 
gender experiences in addition to their shared experience of gender 
mis-recognition by members in public. Individual motivations of change of 
external gender style are studied and are taken as complementary information for 
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the change of internal gender identifications of some informants over the years. 
The diversified gender experiences and styles of informants in this project show 
that although they are or were mistaken as males, they are nonetheless any 
monolithic gender group and their very diversifications demonstrate the 
complexity of individual's gender negotiations and developments in living context. 
This complexity is indeed the major area of investigation of this project.-
Most informants dressed themselves in androgynous styles at the interviews. 
T-shirts, casual shirts in checks or plain colours, jeans, and trousers were common 
attires of the informants when I met them. Some met me at their offices and right 
after work and told me they would dress in a more casual style in weekends. One 
informant who met me during office hour dressed herself that day in men's suit 
since she has to meet a client. Some mentioned they would wear in a less 
"masculine" way when they were at work. It is lucky I did not mistake most of my 
informants when I met them for the first time. Except the case of Ted, when I first 
met her two years ago at a public occasion, I have mistaken her as a young man 
until I was corrected by a common friend three months later. 
This project has grouped eighteen women, who came from different walks of life, 
under the same title "Masculine Women in Hong Kong". I have to admit that this 
title is an arbitrary one and there is no identity-based community of “masculine 
women" in Hong Kong. This project is not a study on one particular gender 
community or recognized members of any single subculture. They are women 
with individual differences and were recruited to this project only by the share 
experiences of being mistaken as males in public and their experiences of 
masculine identification in different periods of their life. They are women in the 
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street, or in fact WE are all at some time of our lives or at this moment have so 
much in common with THEM. It is a grammatical (or academic institutional) 
trouble to me as it is a "usual" practice to address the informants as THEY. We, 
researchers, are always investigating on the Others, even if sometimes the line of 
WE and THEY are difficult to draw. I will have more reflection on this trouble at 
Appendix 2. Here, I would like to emphasize that informants in this project are not 
the monolithic Others. The point of convergence bringing them together for this 
project is their experiences of being mistaken as males. 
It is no surprise if YOU once lived as THEM or WE are living as the ways THEY 
once lived. 
Relations: Informants and the Researcher 
There are mainly three positions I have taken during interviews, namely, 1) a 
research student from the Chinese University of Hong Kong; 2) a stranger referred 
by a mutual friend; 3) a familiar figure in some peer groups or a trustful friend. In 
most cases, I was 2). Sometimes I was three in one. I also believe some informants 
would take me for some other positions which I might not be aware of. The places 
or occasions they first got into touch with me would have effects on their 
perceptions of me, and how much they knew me and through what way would 
probably affect their understandings of the project and myself, and this might as a 
result affect the way they tell their stories. 
Apart from the above three positions, I am also aware of that there was an "inner 
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identification" taking place during the interviews. It was largely due to the fact that 
I am also a woman grew up in Hong Kong and have been living here for a 
significant period of time. And I like to dress myself in "androgynous" ways and 
have been addressed as "Sir" in public (just for once). Yet at first I did not expect 
myself to have anything in common with my informants. At the beginning of the 
project, I situated myself as a distanced "outsider" who was interested in 
understanding masculine women. While in the process, there was a shift of this 
"inner positioning". I started to situate myself as someone who shared much with 
my informants for experiences of growing up, for family trainings of mothers, for 
what is meant by being “tough”... etc.. There are many shared cultural resources 
in our culture which shaped our value systems, and constituted our sense of being a 
gendered self. Indeed, during the interviews, I usually shared my own experiences 
with my informants. There were many moments of "self realization" happened 
during sharings. 
The process of a distanced THEY to a shared WE is one significant "discovery" 
for me in this project. I am not collecting and analyzing some Others' stories for 
academic interest, now they are telling MY story and WE are putting together our 
different voices for the understanding of ourselves and our gender culture. 
(Please go to Appendix 2 to have a more detailed reflection by the researcher.) 
* * * * 
The next chapter will be the literature review of studies of non-normative genders 
in different disciplines and cultures. Chapter 3 will be the theoretical frameworks 
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of this research and related discussion of gender identity. In Chapter 4 I will 
demonstrate the gender discourses in Hong Kong that enable and disenable the 
social existence of masculine women. Chapter 5 will be the discussions on the 
public labels and individual gender interpretations of the informants. The next two 
chapters will discuss the negotiations of informants with major external forces in 
the process of accommodating their masculinities in every day life. The final 
chapter will illustrate the engendering process of informants and have a brief 
discussion on the relationship of theory and real life practices, together with the 
new discursive possibilities opened up by the living experiences of the informants 




"This widespread indifference to female masculinity, I suggest, has clearly ideological motivations 
and has sustained the complex social structures that wed masculinity to maleness and to power and 
domination. I firmly believe that a sustained examination of female masculinity can make crucial 
interventions within gender studies, cultural studies, queer studies, and mainstream discussions of 
gender in general." (Judith Halberstam, Female Masculinity, 1998) 
Gender has always been a natural fact and an obvious truth to most people in daily 
life. Yet how "natural" it is and what is or are the very meanings of this "truth" are 
questions this project intends to explore and reveal through the lives of women 
whose "natural" gender is put in question. 
Studies sharing similar endeavours to explore the multiplicity and instability of 
gender are increasing in number during the last decade. Among them, cultural 
anthropology and studies on queer genders are two of the most flourishing and 
exciting fields. Old frameworks on gender are revisited and new theoretical (and 
living) possibilities are opened. 
In this Chapter, I will first give a general overview of studies on gender diversity 
appeared in abundant quantities since the last decade in different academic 
disciplines using different approa hes. Then I will concentrate on the new insights 
and theoretical fronts brought about by gender studies in cultural anthropology and 
queer studies, and their limitatior ; as well. Later I will review the recent academic 
enthusiasm of Chinese gender c Iture and history witnessed from the end of last 
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century. I will conclude the Chapter by a discussion on the positions and strategies 
of researchers studying gender in different cultures. The questions I would like to 
raise for discussion are: How can a study be truly locally informed and culturally 
specific when the tools for theorization of gender most of us apply are by no means 
culturally "transparent" in their formulation? And are there any ways to break 
away linguistic limitations in conceptualizing and expressing genders that are 
culturally unintelligible? 
Overview 
Ambiguous genders or genders fall out of normative definitions have long been 
the interest of academic researchers in the West. The field was first brought to the 
‘ w o r l d , or being shaped as an academic field, largely by the school of sexology at 
the turn of the century. An explosion of interest (both scholarly and popular) 
followed and we can witness an age of terminological invention (or intervention) 
of ambiguous genders. The century is an epoch of gender identities. The 
medical institution (and sometimes the legal institution as well) has called into 
being a variety of genders which were linguistically invisible or culturally 
unintelligible in their home cultures. Later the emergence of cross-cultural 
ethnographical studies has enriched the field both in cultural diversity and in 
gender epistemology. Towards the end of the century, feminist and queer studies 
have created another uproar and re-shaped the field of gender. 
This is the case of academic development in the West. Ambiguous genders and 
characters that break through the normative boundaries of gender are always 
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fascinating subjects in popular imagination. They have been there for long time, 
much earlier than the academic attention, in folklores, novels, poetry, anecdotal 
accounts and popular opera houses. Among them, cross-dressing women have 
stirred up much public curiosity and disturbance as well. In Chinese societies, the 
tale of Hua Mulan (花木蘭）is a household childen's story. Mulan is a popular 
character who cross-dresses for her old and weak father to join the army for war 
and becomes a celebrated "hero" for her outstanding performance in the war. And 
her gender disguise is passed successfully in the all-male army. Mulan's story 
appears in many different literature texts such as poetry, novel, and opera. The 
cross-dressing woman sailors in different parts of Europe found during the period 
of 17th century to century are recorded and reproduced by popular imagination 
in many anecdotal accounts and folklores. The transvestite women saints in 
medieval Europe, the disguised women soldiers in Europe and North America 
around century to century, and masculine women or cross-dressing 
women found in court records, in autobiographical fictions (the most popular text 
is The Well of Loneliness (1928) by Radclyffe Hall published in North America), 
and the culture of sworn virgins in Albania etc. are part of a history which has long 
existed before the invention of the sexological models (Dekker and Van de Pol, 
1989; ； Hotchkiss, 1996; Wheelwright, 1989Williams, 1997; Young, 2000). At the 
moment, studies on the historical past of ambiguous genders in Euro-American 
cultures are most dominant in quantity. 
During the century, studies on ambiguous genders and gender identities in 
general have flourishing development. It is too ambitious a project for me to have 
an overview on every aspect of those studies in different disciplines in this section, 
yet I will try to give a broad outline of the field. As I have mentioned at the 
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beginning, academic interest in ambiguous genders was first started by the 
emergence of Western sexology at the turn century. In a broad outline, I will 
map the big field of study on gender variety into "medical invention (or 
intervention)", "cultural multiplicity", and "queer resignification". They are not in 
strict temporal order and they are co-existing nowadays (though not in equal 
proportion) in the field of research. 
Medical invention (or intervention) is developed from the early sexological 
models and I use invention or intervention here to acknowledge the very first 
moment of academic (or institutional) recognition of those subjects with 
ambiguous gender. The early Western medical models of gender and sexuality 
have not only structured later research works in different disciplines but also 
impacted the social development and conceptualisation of the very ideas and 
subjects they have put in focus. Early sexological studies on gender and sexuality 
‘ applied clinical terms (or sometimes those terms are derived from discriminative 
languages) to address their "patients" with non-normative gender behaviours or 
biological features. Among those widely used clinical terms are homosexual, 
invert, pervert, hermaphrodite, people with gender disorder, deviant, intersex, and 
"penis women" in Robert J. Stoller's seminal case study of Mrs. G, a woman with 
an illusionary penis (Stoller，1973，1997). Earlier studies have conceptualised 
ambiguous genders from a pathological perspective and their theoretical 
assumptions are deeply shadowed by the normative versions of binary gender in 
their culture. The medical models have influenced later studies of gender 
variations in the West most profoundly in the relationship of anatomical sex, 
gender identification and sexuality. The three has played and is still playing a 
dominant role in many studies on gender even outside medical disciplines and 
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Western cultures. 
Another important aspect of studies on gender diversity is what I name as cultural 
multiplicity. This category includes a variety of studies from different disciplines 
that are dedicated to build up knowledge of gender from cross-cultural 
perspectives. Anthropological and cultural studies on gender variance in different 
cultures are important part of this aspect (Bullough and Bullough, 1993; Devor, 
1989; Ekins and King, 1996; Nanda, 1997; Nanda, 2000; Ramet, 1996; Williams, 
1997). The ethnographic data brought about by those studies around the world has 
enriched the understanding of human gender by dismantling the myth of a 
universal version of binary gender. Historical studies of ancient gender cultures 
and practices have further revealed the temporality of gender (Brownell and 
Wasserstrom, 2002; Dekker and Van de Pol, 1989; Furth, 1993; Louie Kam, 2002; 
Hotchkiss, 1996; ； Min, 1995; Wheelwright, 1989; Williams, 1997). Both 
disciplines have put the dominant dichotomies of female and male, or femininity 
and masculinity, and even the Western theoretical framework of sex/gender into 
cross-cultural scrutiny and reflection. Among those culturally inclusive studies, I 
will also put studies of literary，media, art and theatrical representations of 
ambiguous genders into this category. Characters or images with transgressive 
gender presentation are familiar in many fictional works. Studies on 
cross-dressing in performing arts, female and male impersonators in traditional 
theatre (in this aspect the all-women revue of Takarazuka in Japan is a world 
famous cross-dressing performing group), drag queens and drag kings in 
contemporary Western societies, gender-crossing in films, androgynous characters 
in literary works, the popular imagination of masculine women in the American 
suffragist movement etc. a e an indispensable part contributing to the cultural 
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multiplicity of knowledge of gender (Behling, 2001; Bruzzi, 1997; Clark, 1993; 
Drorbaugh, 1993; Halberstam, 1998Lea, 1989; ； Li, 1998; Lou Feng, 
2002;Senelick, 2000; Straub, 1999). 
The third category is les/bi/gay/trans studies or to group them in a newer and more 
inclusive term, the queer studies. Here I want to refer to a more recently emerged 
exciting field of studies of transgressive genders and politics most often be put 
under a broad category of queer studies. Queer studies or queer politics is emerged 
and rapidly developed in the 1990s with roots that can be traced back to the lesbian 
and gay studies and movement in the West (predominantly developed in North 
America). One of its most prominent manifestations is the challenge posed to the 
dualistic logic of sexuality and gender. The dichotomies of 
homosexuality/heterosexuality and sex/gender are put to be problematic. 
Therefore, I will term this category as queer resignification. It has broken away 
from and made problematic of many established assumptions of sexuality and 
gender. A new world of gender epistemology is being developed. Among queer 
researches of female genders, the idea of female masculinity by Judith Halberstam 
(1998)，queer politics in the collection of Inside/Out: Lesbian Theories, Gay 
Theories edited by Diana Fuss (1991)，Butch/Femme: Inside Lesbian Genders 
edited by Sally R. Munt (1998) are some of the most important works. Works on 
queer genders in Chinese societies, Lesbians Like This and That by Zhang Juan 
Fun (2001) is one of the newly emerged local studies of female queer genders in 
Taiwan. In this sector of works, female masculine gender identification is a 
particularly popular topic in Chinese academy during the late 1990s (Lucetta Kam, 
2002). 
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In the following, I will go deeper into the literature of cultural and anthropological 
and queer studies. And also I will try to have a brief review of the more recent 
interest of gender studies of Chinese culture and societies. 
Ethnographic Studies 
It is almost a widespread theoretical practice that studies about and of gender are 
conceptualised by dualistic logic, whether it is about female/ male, femininity/ 
masculinity, woman/ man, or even sex/ gender. Researchers are more and more 
aware of the influence of Western academic discourses, which are developed from 
European cultural traditions. The dichotomies of nature/culture, body/mind and 
woman/ man are rooted in the process of Western civilization and hence, shape and 
influence academic discourses, as well as ordinary lives, in a profound way. The 
essentialist dichotomy of female/male, femininity/masculinity and the later 
constructivist dichotomy of sex/ gender are all resulted from the logic of either/or. 
From Simone de Bourvoir onward, there is a victory of constructivism over 
essentialism with regard to-the relation of sex and gender. At present, in Western 
feminist academy and feminist activism elsewhere, there is more or less an 
established belief in accepting as the anatomical base of gender and gender the 
social, cultural or in some case, political and religious, elaborations of sex. 
The dichotomy of sex/ gender ivnd the dual system of gender (either man or woman) 
dominant in mainstream Western gender studies are shown to be inadequate by 
many anthropological studies of gender cultures across the world. Cross-gender is 
present in a variety of cult, res and geographical locations. Among those 
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anthropological studies, the "sworn virgins" in the Balkans (Young, 2000), gender 
reversals in Hungarian culture (Kurti,1996), gender variance in North American 
Indian cultures (Lang, 1996), Hijra and Sadhin in India and the well-known 
transgender culture in Thailand (Nanda, 2000) are all familiar field studies of 
gender diversity. Local variations and conceptualisation of gender have further 
highlighted the constructed nature of sex/ gender, which is shown to be culturally 
confined ideology mainly derived from the dualistic logic and tradition of Western 
civilisation. Serena Nanda (2000), in the "Introduction" of her book, Gender 
Diversity: Crosscultural Variations, makes her anthropological response to the 
sex/gender duality, 
The ethnographic record makes it clear that there is no simple, universal, inevitable, or 
'correct' correspondence between sex and gender and that the Euro-American privileging of 
. biological sex (anatomy) is not universal. Many cultures do not make the distinction between 
the natural and the cultural or between sex and gender; for many cultures, anatomical sex is 
not the dominant factor in constructing gender roles and gender identity. In addition, 
opposing the terms sex and gender overlooks the integration of biology and culture in human 
life, experiences, and behaviour, (p.2) 
The cultural diversity displayed by ethnographic studies is another way showing to 
us that gender is not a simple derivation from sex or a variation from either 
femininity or masculinity, it is in practice a cultural-specific term. 
Yet the problematic of Western sex/gender or gender/sexuality framework does 
not simply disappear even in those culturally conscious works. The overemphasis 
on the linkage of gender identity and sexuality in most Western societies, for 
instance, has led the researcher to relate the swom virgins in Albania with 
lesbianism, even though the researcher is aware that the idea is culturally 
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unintelligible to her informants (Young, 2000). The dominant framework of sex, 
gender and sexuality frames and constitutes the research design, questions to ask, 
the analysis, and the results of many gender researches. The problem is especially 
evident in the linguistic aspect. 
From the early pathological theorization of masculine women and other 
non-normative genders as mentioned earlier, recent studies have applied more 
theoretically diversified and culturally respectful terminology. Cultural 
anthropology provides rich ethnographic data and insights to the cultural 
interpretation of gender. There is a conscious effort to avoid using the Western 
sex/gender dualistic logic. In her work, Nanda (2000) uses terms like "gender 
diversity", "multiple genders", and "gender variation" to describe the diversified 
gender conceptualization and practices in different cultures. Holly Devor (1989), 
in her study of masculine women, uses the concept of “gender blending" (which is 
also the title of her book) as a device to consciously avoid any dichotomizing 
concepts. But when doing analysis, she is still out of limited linguistic alternatives, 
using the dualistic terms of masculinity and femininity. As culture is deeply 
gendered through language, very often language fails to translate different gender 
terms. For example, the Hijras of India is frequently been translated into "neither 
man nor woman", and the gender ambiguous people of the Indian culture are 
restricted by the translation of "two spirits". Linguistic restrictions are not only 
limited to cross-cultural translation of differently gendered people, they are also 
shown in some gendered communities within a culture. Masculine women in 
queer communities are often translated by and into masculine gender roles in their 
cultures, such as she-man and tribade in North America. 
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Apart from a more culturally conscious theorization of gender diversities, 
language, which is often a deeply gendered system, always fails to convey to the 
reader the very sense of cultural diversity. Yet in this respect, queer studies, which 
I am going to discuss next, has contributed much to this linguistic difficulty in 
gender research. 
Queer Studies 
Masculine women in queer communities and in cultures that favour female 
femininity constantly attract academic attention. But, there is an obvious shift of 
research perspective during the century. At the beginning, masculine women 
in Western societies, being socially stigmatised as sexual deviants, were studied by 
sexologists or psychologists from a pathological perspective. Clinical terms such 
as hermaphrodite, invert were used to categorise women in "men's" attire. Their 
masculine appearance was always associated with homosexuality in Western 
societies at the turn of the century. Even male impersonators on stage were 
very often anticipated to be homosexual women. ^ This is the case in 
Euro-American societies. Masculine women in queer communities in Western 
culture are now increasingly viewed positively by many feminist gender scholars 
as powerful subversion to the patriarchal and heterosexual norm of gender. Gender, 
sexuality and queer female gender identities are used by many feminist and queer 
scholars to formulate and theorize new versions of female gender identities. 
1 Taking the example of the famous male impersonator Storme DeLarverie in North America in the 
first half the 20^ century, in Elizabeth Drorbaugh's article (1993). 
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Sex, gender and sexuality have been, in many studies (predominately queer 
studies), mutually constitutive parts. There are plenty of studies from different 
disciplines about female gender and sexuality. Most of these studies are about 
gender identities within queer communities, such as T and P in Taiwan lesbian 
community (Zhang, 2001), TB in Hong Kong lesbian community and as a teen 
culture in school (Lucetta Kam, 2002), drag king in Euro-American societies 
(Halberstam, 1999), lesbian masculinities in Western culture (Halberstam, 1998)， 
and butch women (Bender and Due, 1994; Bogus, 1994; Case, 1998; Halberstam, 
1998; Munt, 1998). 
Studies of queer genders have been a productive site for new gender or sexual 
identities. The term queer itself is a product of the politics of resignification. 
Through an active reclamation of the originally insulting term, queer has been 
used as an umbrella identification for people refuse to be fixed and defined by any 
normative versions of binary sex or gender and binary sexuality. The site of queer 
studies is one of the most prolific generators of gender and sexual identities, even 
though this claim seems to be contradictory to the foremost assignment of queer 
theories to denaturalise normative boundaries of gender and sexual identities. Yet 
queer studies are particularly attentive to the proliferation of those gender and 
sexual identities in living contexts that fall out of the regulative line of normative 
identities and practices. And there is a conscious effort to uphold the politics of 
resignification. This can be best exemplified by the politics of "subversive 
repetition" by Judith Butler (Butler, 1990, 1999). It is a strategy to "repeat and, 
through a radical proliferation of gender, to displace the very gender norms that 
enable the repetition itself (Butler, 1990，1999:189，original emphasis). This is 
much to be done in the linguistic arena. The idea of "linguistic survival" stated in 
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Excitable speech : a politics of the performative by Butler is a theoretical footnote 
to the amount of creativity and energy invested in the re-signifying project of 
identity by both queer theorists and community members. It is a stage of discursive 
struggle and it turns out that the efforts have proved to be very productive to the 
studies of ambiguous or transgressive genders. The pioneering project of Female 
Masculinity by Judith Halberstam is one with a clear claim to "produce a model of 
female masculinity that remarks on its multiple forms but also calls for new and 
self-conscious affirmations of different gender taxonomies" (Halberstam, 1998:9). 
In her book, Halberstam takes an active role in the naming and defining of 
different forms of female masculinity in North America from century onward. 
Using what Halberstam terms as a queer methodology^, she maps a landscape of 
female masculine identifications found in literary texts, court cases, historical 
archives, contemporary media texts, art works and also ethnographic 
investigations. Those "gender taxonomies" of female masculinity she discusses in 
the book are androgyne, tribade, female husband, stone butch, transgender butch, 
drag king, and dyke. Halberstam makes a deliberate choice to focus on queer 
female masculinity in her culture. She is aware of the exclusion of heterosexual 
female masculinity in her project of "masculinity without man". She responds by 
stating that "female masculinity seems to be at its most threatening when coupled 
with lesbian desire" (Halben^tam, 1998:28). I will discuss more of this exclusion in 
2 i Here is a definition Halberstam provides for the notion of queer methodology she applies in 
Female Masculinity, "A queer mt !hodology, in a way, is a scavenger methodology that uses 
different methods to collect and pioduce information on subjects who have been deliberately or 
accidentally excluded from traditional studies of human behavior. The queer methodology attempts 
to combine methods that are often cast as being at odds with each other, and it refuses the academic 
compulsion toward disciplinary coherence." (p. 13)It is in fact a kind of interdisciplinary approach 
which refuses to situate itself in ariy established tradition of academic discipline. Particularly, 
Halberstam is attempting to dissolve the boundary of text-based methods and ethnographic 
methods which is usually drawn between social science and other disciplines in humanity. It can be 
seen in a parallel way that the adoption of queer methodology by Halberstam is a refusal to 
normative academic disciplinary boundary in much the same way as the queer refusal to normative 
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a later paragraph. Back to the terminology, Halberstam has made a typical queer 
attempt to reclaim the action of naming and defining by a conscious refusal to the 
hegemony of heteronormativity. She has applied similar strategy elsewhere in her 
studies of transgressive bodies and genders such as female-to-male transsexuals 
and her notion of "posthuman bodies" (Halberstam, 1995; Halberstam, 1999). 
Similar effort by other queer works on gender and sexual terminology can be 
shown by the invention of "pomosexuality" by Carol Queen and Lawrence 
Schimel in their editorial collection (1997)，and the collection of Butch/Femme: 
Inside Lesbian Gender by Sally R. Munt (1998). The queer resignification of 
gender terminology is a strategy promising to both gender knowledge and politics. 
Another important contribution of Halberstam and many other queer scholars is 
that they have brought new insight to masculinity studies. Masculinity is an idea 
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thought to have a "natural" connection with biological male or the idea is regarded 
‘ to be derived from the male body. Halberstam in her project has made a model of 
"masculinity without men". She finds that modem masculinity is "best showcased 
within female masculinity" (Halberstam, 1998:3) and forms of female masculinity 
are indispensable parts of what constituted to be masculinity. She criticises the 
field of masculinity studies preoccupied by studies of male subjects and argues 
that academic discussion of masculinity should include a more inclusive range of 
different kinds of masculinity. Halberstam is arguing against the predominance of 
the discussion of middle-class white male masculinity in the Western academy. 
And what is more pressing is the academic discussions are lagging behind of 
community practices. New forms and identities of gender and sexuality are 
boundary of gender, sexuality and identity. 
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developing in ways that are beyond academic framework of conceptualisation. 
The endeavour of Halberstam and other queer scholars not only paving a new path 
for masculinity study, but also posing a further disturbance to the border of 
normative masculinity and femininity. 
As mentioned before, Halberstam aims to outline a queer landscape of female 
masculinity in modem Western history in Female Masculinity. And she admits 
that it is a deliberate choice to exclude heterosexual female masculinities, for 
female masculinity meets lesbian desire is most threatening to both the 
heterosexual and sometimes homosexual world as well, and heterosexual female 
masculinities always work within the tolerable limit of mainstream society. But 
Halberstam is also fully aware of the problematic of appropriating early forms of 
female masculinity as lesbianism by some Western researchers. One instance is 
Antonia Young's ethnographic study on Albanian sworn virgins. The researcher is 
‘ "tempted" to seek for any connection of lesbianism with the celibate life of the 
virgins. (Young, 2000). Halberstam states strongly against this kind of reading or 
appropriation of early forms of female masculinity in her book, 
Such a presumption also funnels female masculinity neatly into models of sexual deviance 
rather than accounting for the meanings of early female masculinity within the history of 
gender definition and gender relations. By making female masculinity equivalent to 
lesbianism, in other words, or by reading it as proto-lesbianism awaiting a coming 
community, we continue to hold female masculinity apart from the making of modem 
masculinity itself. (1998，p.46) 
Yet Sti l l , Halberstam has made an unconvincing response to her deliberate 
exclusion of heterosexual forms of female masculinity. If queer is a political 
response to any normative borders of gender and sexuality, then queer project 
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should not draw a line between "queer" and "heterosexuality". And it is contesting 
whether the territory of queer excludes any form of heterosexual or normative 
body or desire. In fact, it is difficult to draw any dividing line between any binary 
pair if the politics of queer is applied to a radical degree. For any notion of 
normativity by queer logic or in the logic of Butler, is a phantasmic ideal which 
can never be realized in perfect material forms. Then it is highly problematic if a 
queer project of female masculinity draws a line between queer and 
heterosexuality. It is argued that the divide of homosexuality and heterosexuality is 
illusionary and not as mutually exclusive as it appears to be. It is questionable 
whether we can make a clear division of queer female masculinity and 
heterosexual female masculinity if the very defining line is thought to be 
illusionary and the very "opposite" ideas are claimed to be mutually constitutive. 
Halberstam seems unable to provide a more convincing explanation to why queer 
female masculinity is the only focus of her project and why the choice should be 
made between queer and heterosexual women. But apart from the seemingly 
unsatisfactory justification, the notion of masculinity without men or the making 
of women as the subject of masculinity studies is indeed a great leap forward in the 
field and is a successful queer subversion to the academic demarcation of gender 
studies. 
Queer studies in the West has made plenty effort to the proliferation of gender and 
sexuality terminology. And Halberstam and other queer scholars have made an 
epistemological turn to the field of masculinity studies by situating women as the 
subject of research. In recent years, studies on queer genders in Chinese societies 
are emerging. I will have a short discussion on them together with other literature 
of Chinese gender studies in the following section. 
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Chinese Gender Studies 
Literature of gender studies of Chinese culture and societies is in general 
increasing in number during the last decade and there is a rising popularity of the 
field. However, works on alternative genders in Chinese societies are not very 
significant in quantity. Among them, most studies are about genders in 
homosexual context. I will outline the major themes and fields of studies on 
Chinese gender published recently. 
By a broad categorization, there are three major areas of investigation of Chinese 
gender studies. They are, historical studies, media and literary studies, and studies 
on queer genders. Historical studies are the majority of the field and are popular 
among Western scholars. Topics in this aspect include gender concepts, gender 
images, gender roles, and gender relationships in ancient China; the 
transformation of gender in post-imperial China; new gender ideal or ideology in 
the Communist China; new gender cultures in contemporary consumerist Chinese 
societies etc. The collection of Chinese Femininities Chinese Masculinities: A 
Reader edited by Susan Brownell and Jeffery N. Wasserstrom (2002) is one of 
most substantial publications of historical studies of Chinese gender. I will discuss 
later more on this collection. The study of androgynous males and deficient 
females in and century China by Charlotte Furth (1993) and the study of 
Chinese women warriors by Lai Sufan (1998) are two examples of the rare works 
on ambiguous gender forms in Chinese ancient history. Media and literary studies 
include images of women and also ambiguous genders in films, and fictions of 
contemporary Hong Kong, Taiwan and China. There are short articles and 
academic studies on cross-dressing, androgynous, transgressive, and queer images 
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or characters in media or literary texts in Chinese societies (Chang, 1995; 
Grossman, 2000; Lou Feng, 2002; Tan, 2000). The area of queer gender in Chinese 
societies refers mainly to those ethnographic works studying the gender 
subcultures of local queer communities. Queer female gender has become an 
increasing popular topic in both Hong Kong and Taiwan academy. The queer 
female genders of T and P in Taiwan and TB in Hong Kong are popular topics in 
this respect (Lucetta Kam, 2002; Zhang, 2001). 
Chinese gender studies, especially of queer and alternative genders, is a field yet to 
be further explored. Most studies of Chinese gender concentrate on the aspects of 
gender roles and gender relationships in different historical periods of imperial 
China. The Chinese notion of femininity and masculinity and their transformations 
over time, the deviant gender forms in Chinese history, the interplay of sexuality 
and gender in Chinese societies, the emergence of new queer gender identities in 
‘ Chinese societies and its interactions with normative genders are topics that are 
under-developed at the present moment. 
It is still too early to demonstrate any research model developed from Chinese 
gender studies or any substantial revision of the dominant Western models. 
However, the recent collection of Chinese Femininities Chinese Masculinities 
pioneers the effort of revising and reflecting the Western theoretical model by 
findings of historical studies on ancient and modem China. The collection raises 
the issue of sex/gender dichotomy of the Western gender research tradition and 
calls for more culturally flexible and effective ways of theorizing gender. The 
collection questions the applicability of the Western notion of sex/gender 
dichotomy to Chinese cultures. Given the historical findings of imperial China, 
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gender as a social identity is not totally determined by sex in the same way as 
Western societies do. For example, studies on the Chinese concept of Yin and 
Yang, which is very often interpreted by many gender scholars as symbolising 
female and male, find that the dichotomy is originally a cosmological concept 
describing the relationships of things in the universe, and it is a concept closely 
knitted with the hierarchy of social relationships in ancient China. Hence, .the basic 
epistemological concept of gender in Chinese culture is more socially induced 
than biologically defined. Historical studies show that in Chinese cultures, gender 
more often determines sex instead of the other way around as those in Western 
societies. Hence, echoing the anthropological findings on cross-cultural genders, 
the dominant theorizing tool of sex/gender, which is increasingly regarded as a 
cultural construction, is thought to be problematic and should be used with caution 
when studying cultures outside the Western tradition, especially for historical 
studies of periods before widespread cross-cultural interactions. 
However, it is also evident that given the increasing global interaction of cultures, 
and the process of colonization and de-colonization in post-colonial era, the border 
of "local tradition" and "Western influence" has become more and more difficult 
to define. It is the case for analysis of gender in contemporary context. Facing the 
complexity of global interaction, researchers have to be aware of the "local" 
cultural trajectory, as well as the on-going process of cultural exchange with 
"external" cultures (I put the words in quotations because in contemporary urban 
context, the defining line of "local", "traditional" and “Western，，，"foreign" 
becomes more and more difficult to draw). The post-colonial Hong Kong is a city 
under multiple paths of cultural influences. How genders can be studied in such a 
context and the problematic of using theoretical tools from the West are issues I am 
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going to discuss in the following section. 
Living Genders in Contexts 
I have discussed a couple of issues in this Chapter arisen from the literature I 
reviewed. To sum up the issues, they are, the problematic of using Western 
theoretical frameworks to study genders in cross-cultural contexts, the troubles of 
dual-gendered language system and the effort of queer resignification of gender 
identities, and lastly the queer intervention of masculinity studies in the West by 
situating women as the subjects of study. 
In my project, I will follow the politics of female masculinity brought about by 
Halberstam to reject masculinity as a natural fact displayed only on male bodies or 
‘ can be only studied through male subjects. That is what I find in my study that the 
idea of masculinity does not necessarily have any connection with biological male 
or any living man in real context. There is a discrepancy of notions of masculinity 
expressed by participants in this project with man in real life. The idea can be 
further developed by the (reversed) example of male femininity. I believe it is an 
interesting area to investigate the relationship between Chinese femininities and 
men. The long history of cross-dressing male performers (or female impersonators) 
on traditional opera stage is one possible source contributing to the construction of 
ideal Chinese femininities in different historical times. 
Being a project of masculine women in general, it is different from Halberstam's 
queer effort to investigate only on queer female masculinities. As I stated in the 
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Introduction, the project is about women in general. It is a deliberate attempt to 
reject the stereotypical notion that masculine women are lesbians in mainstream 
imagination. And also it is a further demonstration of the theoretical stance that 
there is no natural association of biological sex, gender identification and sexual 
object choice, and the pairings of femininity with female and masculinity with 
male are arbitrary and instable in living contexts. 
The project of masculine women also seeks to open up both linguistic and social 
possibilities of new gender identifications. By locating "masculine women" as the 
subjects of study, I attempt to create visibility to a socially unrecognized (or 
mis-recognized) form of gender identification, presentation and to create a context 
for their cultural intelligibility in local society. 
For the problematic of applying theoretical tools that are predominately developed 
‘ from Western cultural traditions, I will regard the local study on living genders in 
context as a culturally informed verification and reflection of the theoretical 
framework it applies. It is also one of the major research areas of this project to 
look into the applicability, of Butler's theory of gender performativity to local 
cases. It is a process of building up knowledge of gender and by questioning and 
revising dominant frameworks of gender theories by local revelations. From there 
the possibility of more culturally conscious and grounded models is created. 
In the next chapter, I will have more discussion on the theoretical formulation on 





"In that sense, identity is like a bus! Not because it takes you to a fixed destination, but because you 
can only get somewhere - anywhere - by climbing aboard. The whole of you can never be 
represented by the ticket you carry, but you still have to buy a ticket to get from here to there." (Stuart 
Hall, "Fantasy, Identity, Politics", in Cultural Remix ： Theories of Politics and the Popular, 1995) 
"So if you want the ontology of this, I guess performativity is the vehicle through which ontological 
effects are established. Performativity is the discursive mode by which ontological effects are 
installed." (Judith Butler, "Gender as Performance", in Cultural Sense: Interviews with Intellectuals, 
1996) 
Gender and identity are the two major theoretical themes of this project. The 
gender identification of women participants is the central area of investigation. Yet, 
the way they are "identified" by the researcher as a gender group shares some 
inner and outer characteristics (though it does not mean the "group" itself has any 
innate and self-acknowledged sense of commonality), the way they are "defined" 
by their cultural co-habitants as "masculine women" and the way they become a 
"visible" subject of research are all theoretical processes that call into being 
certain group of people as a result of developments in social, political, and 
academic aspects. This is particularly the case in the study of non-normative 
gender and cultural identities. Theoretical developments and discourses have 
become part of the forming processes of such marginal identities. Any projects of 
non-normative identities will have to be aware of this forming power or 
constructing effect taking place during and after the research process. 
Broadly speaking, this project is one of those using a discursive approach in 
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gender and cultural studies. The concept of "discourse" is understood to be 
practices and meanings developed and transformed over time that are 
acknowledged by the co-habitants in a culture, and those culturally intelligible 
practices and meanings (in a temporal sense) constitute the changing margins of 
social identity formation in this culture. Gender and identity are conceived to be 
discursive constructions rather than natural givens. I will situate my project as part 
of the theoretical and political effort to extend the discursive margins of femininity 
and masculinity and the scope ofknowable genders in local society. 
In this Chapter I will acknowledge the theoretical context and political stance of 
this project. I will outline the conceptual framework of the two main theoretical 
themes, namely, gender and identity. My conceptualization is primarily based on 
the performative framework of Judith Butler, and I also make theoretical reference 
to other theorists such as Stuart Hall on the idea of identification. The Chapter will 
‘ have an overview of the logics of the dominant (and also increasingly under 
revision) sex/gender framework through the arguments of essentialism and 
constructivism, and their theoretically inter-dependent relationship (The 
Sex/Gender Framework). I will then go on to the efforts made by Butler, Monique 
Wittig and others on the destabilization of sex of the sex/gender framework (The 
Destabilization of Sex). Butler's performative gender is one of the influential 
theoretical formulations after the constructivist framework. I will have more 
discussion of Butler's performativity in the section of The Gender Which is 
Performative. Alongside the denaturalization of sex, the notion of fix and 
transcendental identity is also under critical examination. The idea of 
identification (instead of identity) has been used by Hall to illustrate the in-process 
quality of identity. The concepts of identity in late modernity by Hall and the 
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notions of subject and subjectification by Butler will be explained (The Identity 
Forever in Motion). Finally, I will conclude the Chapter by the theoretical 
formulation of gender and identity in this project based on the frameworks 
reviewed, and the political promises of decentring strategies to the proliferation of 
gender discourses (After the Earthquake: Birth at the Rupture). 
The Sex/Gender Framework 
There is a long history of feminist theorization of the relationship between sex and 
gender. Two major camps of conceptualization and argument can be identified. 
One is from an essentialist point of view and the other is from a constructionist 
point of view. The former camp applies a biological or anatomical explanation to 
account for the relation of sex and gender. In this way, anatomical sex determines 
and defines gender. Bodily functions (i.e. procreative functions) are taken as the 
cause for gender attributes, or to put it another way, biological structures and 
functions shape the "content" of the holder's gender. Sex is defined by body and 
gender is defined by sex.. Hence, gender, in oppositional (or complementary) 
forms of woman and man as determined by two forms of sexed body, is regarded 
as essential and natural. Gender to a large extent is as stable and fixed as biological 
sex. Essentialist arguments are commonly regarded as transhistorical or ahistorical 
and transcultural. The essentialist logic assumes immortal and immutable essences 
of human nature (e.g., race, sexuality, gender, social class/caste). Applying to 
gender, assignments of femininity and masculinity on female and male bodies 
respectively are thought to be prior to any cultural and discursive intervention. 
Politically, the most prevailing criticism of essentialism is its "inherent" 
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reactionary and its danger of foreclosure to any change of subject position beyond 
biology. 
Simone de Beauvoir declares the artificiality of "woman" by her famous saying, 
“one is not bom a woman, one is made a woman." Wittig goes on to proclaim 
"woman" as a "mythic construction" (Wittig, 1993:104). To her, there is no 
"woman" before the making of "woman". Who makes "woman"? "No biological, 
psychological, or economic fate determines the figure that the human female 
presents in society: it is civilization as a whole that produces this creature, 
intermediate between male and eunuch, which is described as feminine." (Wittig, 
1993:103) Wittig and de Beauvoir have made a powerful response to the 
biological and essentialist arguments of gender. "Woman" is produced rather than 
pregiven by nature. Anatomically female does not make a "woman" the way it is 
required by society. In other words, to them, "woman" is a cultural construction. 
From a constructionist point of view, socio-cultural factors are taken into account 
for the relation of sex and gender. While sex is biologically determined, gender is 
culturally elaborated. Gender is the cultural interpretation of anatomical sex. 
Hence, while sex is fixed, gender is varied from society to society, from culture to 
culture and from different historical times. In theory, gender can be in free 
elaboration and interpretation of sex provided there is a necessary cultural 
facilitation. The constructionist arguments are a response to the biological 
determinism of essentialist logic. Politically, they denaturalize the inferior status 
and subordination of women and render women more power in agency in bringing 
changes to the status quo. 
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The above is an attempt to outline the major assumptions of essentialism and 
constructivism and their formulations of sex and gender. As an overview, it risks 
being oversimplified. The two camps are a broad categorization and are not as 
mutually exclusive as they are always thought to be. It seems that essentialism has 
to a large extent lost its political and critical edge in contemporary feminist politics. 
There are debates of essentialism and voices of anti-essentialism everywhere from 
classrooms to international conferences. Yet it is also evident that in many contexts 
of political struggles, essentialist arguments are still powerful protective shields 
and enabling weapons for power minorities to fight identity battles against 
dominant groups. Examples can be women in religious groups dominated by men, 
indigenous races against the cultural, economic and political repression of the 
dominant race. Essentialist arguments are usually employed by sexual minorities 
to have political lobbying for social recognition and rights. In Essentially Speaking: 
Feminism, Nature and Difference, Diana Fuss (1989) has made an attempt to 
contest the monolithic notion of essentialism held by many of its constructionist 
opponents and most importantly she made a critical claim that constructivism 
"operates as a more sophisticated form of essentialism". And in many contexts of 
political struggles, essentialisms (as Fuss suggests the term should be put in plural) 
can be of interventional values. The two are in fact two sides of a coin. If 
essentialist logics are a kind of biological determinism, then constructivist logics 
are a kind of determinism that are built on a form of “sociological essentialism", an 
essentialism disguised by social and cultural reasonings. More in common is that 
in both logics, a subject is always presumed prior to nature or culture, 
"It has often been marked that biological determinism and social determinism are simply two 
sides of the same coin: both posit an utterly passive subject subordinated to the shaping 
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influence of either nature or culture, and both disregard the unsettling effects of the psyche. 
There is a sense in which social constructionism can be unveiled as merely a form of 
sociological essentialism, a position predicated on the assumption that the subject is, in 
essence, a social construction." (Fuss, 1989:6; my emphasis). 
There is the assumption of a pre-discursive subject before the working of any 
forming influences in constructivism in as much the same way as in essentialism 
where nature has a deterministic power over a subject. To put the subject into the 
framework of sex/gender, the logic goes as if essentialism considers the sexed 
subject as already determined by its biological difference and hence gender is 
always a natural result of that body difference; while constructivism assumes that 
the sexed subject is always elaborated by social and cultural variations over time 
and hence the resultant genders are a reflection of the social and cultural traces. In 
this way, we can see the notion of sex or the sexed subject is always posited in 
prior to either essentialist logic and constructivist logic. What makes a difference 
is in constructivism, this sexed subject has to take a further step that it has to be 
subjected to social and cultural redefining before it can become a knowable 
gendered being. In short, it is a social gender imposed or developed upon a natural 
(or essential) sex. Hence in this way, what is left to be "constructed" by social and 
cultural influences is only gender, yet this gender can be operated only on an 
already sexed body. The assumption of a pre-discursive subject and the notion of a 
fixed (and binary) sex in constructivism put it under the shadow of essentialism. 
Fuss has made a critical claim to disrupt the seemingly unquestionable boundary 
of constructivism and essentialism and reveals the essentialism within the 
constructivist formulation of sex and gender, and politically she revisits (or 
reactivating) the strategic capability of the category of sex. In the following 
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section, I will discuss the radical revisions of the sex/gender framework of 
constructivism by Wittig and Butler, particularly on how they further disavow sex 
as a self-evident and pre-discursive category of analysis and politics. 
The Destabilization of Sex 
Wittig is among the first to question and reject the category of sex in a radical way. 
For her, the category of sex is a social product of the heterosexual system and 
economy which constructs and naturalizes the difference between the sexes by 
reproductive functions and hence perpetuates the oppression of women by men. In 
her essay "The Category of Sex" (first published in 1976/1982)，Wittig rejects the 
category of sex as a universal essence, "The category of sex does not exist a priori, 
before all society. And as a category of dominance it cannot be a product of natural 
dominance but of the social dominance of women by men, for there is but social 
dominance." (Wittig, 1992:5) The definition of sex by reproductive body organs, 
not by other bodily differences, and the naturalization of such kind of reproductive 
desires are major features contributed to the working of a heterosexual economy 
that appropriates sexual oppression as naturally conditioned. Wittig considers 
women as a social class that their very existence is of oppressive nature since they 
are produced by the heterosexual order dominated and appropriated by men. 
Hence, she calls for a total erasure of the categories of sex (man and woman). For 
this to her is the only way to go beyond heterosexual appropriation. In "One is Not 
Bom a Woman" (first published in 1981) she goes further by calling for the 
destruction of heterosexuality as a social system and the use of the identity of 
lesbian to reject the categories of woman (which is an oppressive social class 
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dominated by men within heterosexual system) (Wittig, 1993). Lesbian to Wittig 
is the only category that lives outside the appropriation and dominance of 
heterosexuality. 
Wittig's strong rejection of binary sex and gender and the naturalization of sex is 
one of the theoretically and politically powerful challenges to the essentialist 
identity politics of most feminist movements. Yet her replacement of lesbian for 
woman as a political identity countering heterosexual binarism and appropriation 
has been under many attacks, for it is not difficult for one to fall into another pair 
of oppositional categories of lesbian vs. heterosexual sexes (man and woman). The 
very formulation of Wittig's lesbian identity is more or less based on its 
"constitutive outside", the heterosexual sexes. Another problem is it is 
questionable whether the radical erasure of the categories of sex and the total 
dislocation of oneself from the dominant heterosexual order will be practically 
possible and politically effective in cultures whose epistemological foundation is 
well laid on these very concepts. And it is also questionable whether any culturally 
unrecognizable concepts or practices will cause any uproar in the local psyche. Yet 
the disruption of the sex category made by Wittig is nevertheless a significant 
move in the process of destabilizing sex. Butler furthers the destabilization process 
in a more theoretical (though no less political) way in Gender Trouble (1990/1999) 
and Bodies that Matter (1993). 
If the constructionist theories have disclaimed the legitimacy of anatomical sex on 
gender, then Butler troubles gender further by disavowing the legitimacy of binary 
sex as well. In Gender Trouble, Butler problematizes the authenticity and stability 
of sex in the form of female and male: 
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"Is there a history of how the duality of sex was established, a genealogy that might expose 
the binary options as a variable construction? Are the ostensibly natural facts of sex 
discursively produced by various scientific discourses in the service of other political and 
social interests? If the immutable character of sex is contested, perhaps this construct called 
'sex' is as culturally constructed as gender; indeed, perhaps it was always already gender, 
with the consequence that the distinction between sex and gender turns out to be no 
distinction at all." (Butler, 1999b: 10-11) 
Butler's argument is if there is no discourse of sex, then there will be no sex at all. 
If the fluidity of gender is only established at the same time when sex is still 
conceived as essentially fixed and biologically defined, which means sex is still 
secured as prediscursive and prior to culture, then it would be an ineffective and 
self-defeating strategy to "empower" gender while at the same time maintain sex 
to be a gendered category (Butler, 1999b: 11). By questioning the "natural" and 
prediscursive status of sex, Butler radically collapses the final base of the binary 
framework of sex/gender. She uses the example of drag many times to further 
• illustrate the performativity of gender and sex and their relation to the law of 
heterosexuality. Drag, as a staged dramatization of gender performance, exposes 
the artificial unity and causal relationship of sex and gender and by imitating 
gender, it reveals the artificiality and imitative nature of gender. Outside the drag 
theatre, the "dragness" of gender is disguised by the naturalization of the unity of 
sex and gender which to Butler, that unity is only created by the "law of 
heterosexual coherence". 
In Bodies that Matter, Butler further elaborates the category of sex that she later 
admitted was too quick to override in Gender Trouble (in an interview by Peter 
Osborne, 1996). In this later work on corporeality, Butler conceptualizes sex as ‘‘a 
cultural norm which governs the materialization of bodies" (Butler, 1993:3). The 
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sex norm is not the natural reflection of the body, but the cause of the 
materialization of bodies. Bodies are inaugurated into recognizable gendered 
entities by and through the process which is governed by the regulatory norm of 
sex. Butler reassigns the causal relationship of power and materiality in the 
formation of (gendered) bodies that materiality is thought to be the effect of power 
and also it is "power's most productive effect" (Butler, 1993:2). In other words, the 
materialization of sexed bodies depends on the regulatory, reiterative and 
citational practices of the "sex ideal" within a culture. Bodies are materialized and 
sex is materialized through the citation of recognizable sex norms in a culture. The 
process not only produces and contours bodies in material forms, but also at the 
same time works to "materialize the body's sex... sexual difference in the service 
of the consolidation of the heterosexual imperative" (Butler, 1993:2). By this 
formulation, sex exists no longer before construction taking place, it becomes 
itself the effect of the process of bodily materialization that is so often claimed to 
‘ be the effect of sex. Thus, Butler has dislocated the prelinguistic and prediscursive 
position of sex by rethinking it as a culturally intelligible norm (in a temporal 
sense) which regulates and also being cited during the materialization of sexed 
bodies. If sex norm is itself discursively produced as any other social norms, and 
the materialization of sex is also achieved only through the citational practices of 
culturally knowable laws, then sex is also put into discursive intervention and 
shaping, its distinction with the category of gender is at once difficult to discern. 
The dislocation of sex from a natural given to a revisable cultural norm has also led 
to the dislocation of the subject. For both essentialism and constructivism assume 
an already sexed subject before the natural and social influences. There are 
subjects in binary sexes already there awaiting the construction of gender to take 
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place. The displacement of the category of sex automatically erases the ontological 
possibility of any subject before construction. In Butler's formulation, subjects are 
formed through and together with the process that inaugurates its very linguistic 
and social existence. There is no subject "joining" any process to assume a sex, for 
without the process there will be no subject. Butler redefines construction as 
"construction is neither a subject nor its act, but a process of reiteration by which 
both 'subjects' and 'acts' come to appear at all." (Butler, 1993:9). The 
destabilization of the category of sex brings about the decentring of the subject 
from a secured ontological existence to a discursively dependent existence. If what 
Fuss stresses and seeks to re-open is the political capability of the sign of essence 
(or the strategic employment of "nominal" essence, a concept by John Locke 
supported by Fuss), then what Butler responds to is a further dismantling of the 
essentialist bedrock of the sex/gender framework in constructivist formulation and 
also many identity projects. I will have more discussion on the concept of subject 
and identity in later section. In the following part, I will go on to Bulter's 
performative framework of gender. 
The Gender Which is Performative 
Butler further disavows gender to be something that requires repeated 
performances as a way to reinforce and artificially produce its own legitimacy. "As 
in other ritual social dramas, the action of gender requires a performance that is 
repeated. This repetition is at once a reenactment and reexperiencing of a set of 
meanings already socially established; and it is the mundane and ritualized form of 
their legitimation" (Butler, 1999a:420). Gender is realized and fulfilled in the very 
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process of repetitions. By repetition, it constructs itself as a natural onto logical 
existence and the people who repeat this gender acting construct themselves as 
natural beings. For Butler, women are not only made to be "woman" by the outside 
force, but rather they are engaging in a self-fulfilling prophecy to perform 
themselves into the very gender which is governed by discursive power while 
enacted in the form as a naturally given. For Wittig, there is no "woman" before 
the making of "woman", while for Butler, there is no gender before the discourse 
of gender. 
In Gender Trouble, to Butler, the performativity of gender is not a free 
performance which can be taken on and off by one's own choice. As long as the 
"performance" is taking place inside the cultural matrix of "compulsory 
heterosexuality" and "masculinist domination", there are restrictions] In other 
words, gender to Butler is a compulsory performance. It is “a strategy of survival 
within compulsory systems" and "a performance with clearly punitive 
consequences" (Butler, 1999a:420). One plays this compulsory performance in an 
unconscious way and conceives it as a "natural" play, the "effect" of one's 
essential sex. However, Butler reverses the causation of sex and gender identity. 
There is no binary sex or gender prior to the "performance" of gender, and hence, 
gender identity is created arbitrarily through repetitive and regulated performances 
instead of from the natural effect of any essential sex or derivative gender. In other 
words, gender expressions in Butler's theory is the cause of gender rather than the 
1 "That gender reality is created through sustained social performances means that the very notions 
of an essential sex and a true or abiding masculinity or femininity are also constituted as part of the 
strategy that conceals gender's performative character and the performative possibilities for 
proliferating gender configurations outside the restricting frames of masculinist domination and 
compulsory heterosexuality." (Butler, 1999a:421) 
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effect of any pre-existed gender reality. Also, Butler makes a difference between 
performance and performativity. The former presumes a subject before the act of 
performance, like an actress about to taking on a theatrical role. While the latter 
presumes no subject before the act of performativity. For the subject only comes 
into being by and through the repetitive practices of gender. The acts and the 
subject come into existence at the same time. • 
The act of repetition in gender performance is especially emphasized by Butler, 
only by repetitive reinforcement through ritualised or culturally recognizable 
practices that the identity of gender can be realized and consolidated. However, 
this very repetition reveals the instability of gender. Repetitive imitation of the 
discursively formed heterosexual gender ideal is compelled by the sense of lack, as 
identity in Hall's theory is a continual struggle to fill the "lack of wholeness". In 
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this way, by using an analogue of theatre performance, Butler sees heterosexual 
identities of "man" and "woman" as just "theatrically produced effects" which are 
always in the process of imitating and always failing. As a result, the "compulsive 
and compulsory repetition" of heterosexuality "can only produce the effect of its 
own originality，，.3 By making reference or citing the gender norms in a culture, the 
series of repetitive acts are accomplished. Performativity to Butler is a series of 
citational practices (not a single act) "by which discourse produces the effects that 
2 “In this sense, gender is not a performance that a prior subject elects to do, but gender is 
performative in the sense that it constitutes as an effect the very subject it appears to express." 
(Butler, 1991:24) 
3 "In other words, heterosexuality is always in the process of imitating and approximating its own 
phantasmatic idealization of itself - and failing. Precisely because it is bound to fail, and yet 
endeavors to succeed, the project of heterosexual identity is propelled into an endless repetition of 
itself. Indeed, in its effort to naturalize itself as the original, heterosexuality must be understood as 
a compulsive and compulsory repetition that can only produce the effect of its own originality; in 
other words, compulsory heterosexual identities, those ontologically consolidated phantasms of 
'man' and 'woman', are theatrically produced effects that posture as ground, origins, the normative 
measure of the real." (Butler, 1991:21) 
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it names" (Butler, 1993:2). The key word here is "citational" that tells the 
compulsory and discursive characteristics of the repetitive gender performance. Its 
success depends on whether it is culturally recognizable. In other words, Butler's 
notion of performativity is highly culturally coded practices. In Bodies that Matter, 
she re-emphasizes this argument, "the understanding of performativity not as the 
act by which a subject brings into being what she/he names, but, rather, as that 
reiterative power of discourse to produce the phenomena that it regulates and 
constrains" (Butler, 1993:2). Within heterosexual cultures, the repetitive acts of 
gender are both confined and enabled by the heterosexual norm within the culture. 
Hence, Butler sees gender as "a project which has cultural survival as its end", "a 
strategy of survival within compulsory systems" and is "a performance with 
clearly punitive consequences". (Butler, 1999:178). Yet this coded requirement 
does not necessarily foreclose subversive possibilities. In Gender Trouble, the 
well-known example of drag performance demonstrates both the highly coded and 
ritualised features of performative acts and also the possibility of subversive 
re-assignments through repetition. 
By repetition, it means gender is accomplished by the citation of cultural norm. 
This leads to a reasoning that if all of us become gendered beings through 
citational practices, then all doers engaging in repetitive acts should be equal in 
status, for every doer is copying a temporal gender norm. The idea of "originality" 
and "copy" is not applicable since there is no original and we are all copying. 
Hence, Butler sees the relation of gay and straight as only a copy to copy (Butler, 
1999b:41). To extend the formulation, female masculinity to male masculinity, or 
male femininity to female femininity is also copy to copy. The former pair is 
copying the masculine norms while the latter pair is copying the feminine norms. 
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Gender identities and sexual desires outside the heterosexual frame are always 
accused of copying from the straight world. Butler undermines the very 
assumption of such accusation that heterosexuality is the original and served as the 
only legitimate source of reference for what constitutes femininity and masculinity 
by deconstructing any prediscursive existence of gender. As she states, "there is no 
original or primary gender that drag imitates, but gender is a kind of imitation for 
which there is no original; in fact, it is a kind of imitation that produces the very 
notion of the original as an effect and consequence of the imitation itself (Butler, 
1991:21). 
Butler situates the performative practices of gender in the cultural matrix of 
compulsory heterosexuality. In order to sustain the dominant system of 
heterosexuality, it requires to institutionalize and naturalize heterosexual desire by 
the polarization and strict assignment of femininity and masculinity on woman and 
man. To this, Butler argues using her performative theory of gender, 
Indeed, in its efforts to naturalize itself as the original, heterosexuality must be understood as 
a compulsive and compulsory repetition that can only produce the effect of its own originality; 
in other words, compulsory heterosexual identities, those ontologically consolidated 
phantasms of "man" and "woman", are theatrically produced effects that posture as grounds, 
origins, the normative measure of the real. (Butler, 1991:21) 
"Man" and "woman", "male" and "female", "masculine" and "feminine" are all 
oppositional categories necessary to the establishment of heterosexual gender 
i d e n t i t i e s . 4 Each pair of gender category is both in opposition and mutual 
4 "The heterosexualization of desire requires and institutes the production of discrete and 
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realization. "Man" and "woman" have been culturally assigned with some 
definitional set of attributes, mostly oppositional and binary in nature, and by 
those mutually exclusive attributes, "man" and "woman" are realized by and 
through each other. To Butler, the oppositions also work to fulfil the requirements 
ofheterosexist desire and in the process the oppositional binaries have the effect of 
consolidating each other and construct an internal coherence of sex, gender and 
d e s i r e . 5 
Butler's theory of performativity is useful in the way that it allows a more fluid and 
flexible theorization and analysis of gender and gender identity, especially for 
those identities which are unable to be situated and studied from a heterosexual 
framework. In the following section, I will discuss the frameworks laid by Hall 
and Butler on identity, another major theme of my project. 
The Identity Forever in Motion 
Hall sees identity as a result of discursive formation, which is the product of 
discourses rather than something pre-exists in the culture and social development. 
Moreover, identity is forever contesting. According to Hall, identity is "imagery", 
"incomplete", always “in process", unconscious and is resulted "from a lack of 
wholeness which is 'filled' from outside us'' (Hall, 1994). In other words, identity 
asymmetrical oppositions between 'feminine' and 'masculine', where these are understood as 
expressive attributes of 'male' and ‘female，，’. (Butler, 1999b:23) 
5 "The institution of a compulsory and naturalized heterosexuality requires and regulates gender as 
a binary relation in which the masculine term is differentiated from a feminine term, and this 
differentiation is accomplished through the practices of heterosexual desire. The act of 
differentiating the two oppositional moments of the binary results in a consolidation of each term, 
the respective internal coherence of sex, gender, and desire." (Butler, 1999b:31) 
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is an ongoing process of struggle and is a site of struggle. It is also not "natural" 
and self-sustained, as Hall sees identification, the process of identity, as "[i]n 
contrast with the 'naturalism' of this definition, the discursive approach sees 
identification as a construction, a process never completed - always ‘in process'. 
[...]Identification is, then, a process of articulation, a suturing, an 
over-determination not a subsumption. There is always ‘too much' or ‘too little'-
an over-determination or a lack, but never a proper fit, a totality."(Hall，1996a:2-3) 
Identity is never as complete and stable as it is assumed to be. It is a "becoming 
rather than being" (Hall, 1996a:4). 
To sum up, the formulation by Hall on identification (a process) and identity is, 
1. A discursive construction that is conditional and in contingency, for identity 
has histories. (Hall, 1996a); 
t 
2. Always in process and never complete, never "a proper fit" and always in 
struggle (Hall, 1996a); 
3. Identity is the point of suture between the discursive interpellation and the 
production process of speaking subjects (Hall, 1996a); 
4. Identities are all positional that they are fictional and are always recognized 
afterward (Hall, 1995, 1996b). 
5. Identification requires one's "constitutive outside" to accomplish the process, 
during which defining boundaries are drawn^ (Hall, 1996a). 
For Butler, there is no gender before the discourse of gender. Butler is in the same 
line as Hall to regard identity as something created by discursive power, as she 
6 As Hall puts it, "it is only through the relation to the Other, the relation to what it is not, to 
precisely what it lacks, to what has been called its constitutive outside that the 'positive' meaning of 
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puts it, "There is no gender identity behind the expressions of gender; that identity 
is performatively constituted by the very 'expressions' that are said to be its 
results" (Butler, 1999b:33). Gender attributes such as femininity and masculinity 
are not the results of an essential gender, rather, their repeated reinforcement in 
performative acts causes the very identity of gender. Legitimacy is only achieved 
by repetition, and this reveals exactly the artificiality of gender and gender 
identity. 
Butler's conceptualisation of performative gender identity includes, 
1. Identity is not self-identical ("Identity is a necessary error"): it can never fully 
circumscribe what it is expected to represent for its effect of totalization is 
always temporal (Butler, 1993:230). 
2. Identity as citational practices: subject formation is a process of having 
recourse to conventions and n o r m s 7. Hence identity is understood as "a 
signifying practice" through which "culturally intelligible subjects" are "the 
resulting effects of a rule-bound discourse that inserts itself in the pervasive 
and mundane signifying acts of linguistic life." (Butler, 1999:184). 
3. Identity is the effect of compulsory repetitive acts: the repetitive (and citational) 
acts construct the notion as if there is an inner totality of identity, yet even 
through compulsory repetitive acts identity can never be fully accomplished, 
for it is a performance always doomed to be failed (and therefore it needs 
repetition to construct a fiction of inner integrity). 
4. Identity is constituted through the "force of exclusion and abjection" and the 
"constitutive outside" of the subject is actually "'inside' the subject as its own 
any term - and thus its 'identity' - can be constructed" (Hall, 1996:4-5). 
7 This is visualized by Butler as "There is only a taking up of the tools where they lie, where the 
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founding repudiation" (Butler, 1993:3). What defines a subject also depends 
on the names that it is never called^. In other words, what defines a subject 
depends also on its "oppositional categories" from them the subject draws the 
defining line. Hence, the constitutive outside is not an external defining 
opposition but an internalized part of identification. 
5. Identity is a sign never able to be fixed and always open to future 
resignification. (This relates to Butler's conscious political effort to make the 
sign of identity not to be foreclosed to future re-interpretations. This is what 
she terms as the sign's "strategic provisionality", which invites the possibility 
for revision and rearticulation and it is different from the logic of fixity of 
"strategic essentialism".) (Butler, 1991). 
6. A subject acquires its speaking position and social existence through 
discursive inauguration. Since discourse precedes the existence of the subject 
that later being called upon, Butler's formulation is different from Althusser's 
interpellation in a way that the one who is hailed does not need to have 
self-acknowledgement of the hailing and a "turning around" to complete that 
linguistic and social inauguration. For subject can only exist in culturally 
intelligible identities and such identities do not necessarily tell the "truth" of 
the subject (Butler, 1997). 
Both employing discursive approach, Hall and Butler have many in common in 
their formulation of identity. While Hall talks more on cultural and racial identities, 
Butler's performative framework aims at the theorization of gender identity, 
very 'taking up' is enabled by the tool lying there." (Butler, 1999:185). 
8 "The subject is called a name, but 'who' the subject is depends as much on the names that he or 
she is never called: the possibilities for linguistic life are both inaugurated and foreclosed through 
the name." (Bulter, 1997: 41) 
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particular those "abjected" ones fall out of normative definitions. Both 
frameworks assume identity to be a process always in motion and always in lack or 
prone to be failed. Yet even though identity to Hall is positional and to Butler is 
provisional, it is necessary for obtaining speaking position and social recognition. 
In this aspect, Butler (1997) later in Excitable Speech conceptualises the "injurious 
speech" such as hate speech and offensive labels also as enabling medium through 
which subjects are socially inaugurated and given the position to speak. As she 
argues in an earlier work, "To be prohibited explicitly is to occupy a discursive site 
from which something like a reverse-discourse can be articulated; to be implicitly 
proscribed is not even to qualify as an object of prohibition." (Butler, 1991:20). In 
Bodies that Matter, she asks further, "how is it that the abjected come to make their 
claim through and against the discourses that have sought their repudiation?" 
(Butler, 1993:224). The linguistic recognition and production of certain subjects, 
though in insulting ways, can be an enabling act of creating speaking and hence 
subversive possibilities. Examples of employing "reverse-discourse" by negative 
labeling include "queer" in the Western context (as "queer" in Asian context has 
become a different sign that left with little trace of any "reverse-discourse") and 
the attempt of naming lesbian and gay in a local film festival in Hong Kong in late 
1990s as "Those People"^ film festival by the organizer. Yet the latter is unable to 
create any new speaking positions for local lesbian and gay people as queer did in 
the West. Partly it is because of the degree of local recognition of that film festival, 
9 "Those People" is a literal translation of the Cantonese saying of “個 D 人”，which is a popular 
term refers to lesbian and gay people in local society. The term carries negative connotation in a 
sense that it draws a defining line between lesbian and gay people and people in general. It is a 
linguistic tactic to dislocate sexual minorities from normative position and to fix them as the social 
Other. The organizer of the film festival has made a move to reclaim this negative term by 
deploying a similar strategy as queer in the Western context. Yet the reclaimed term was unable to 
produce a "reverse-discourse" or any reclaiming effect in local society or even within lesbian and 
gay communities, while it has instead aroused (or re-activated) much injurious sentiment and 
disagreement. 
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and partly if to apply Butler's concept here, it is also owing to the question of 
cultural intelligibility. "Those People" as a term for lesbian and gay people does 
not have a wide popularity and it has not yet become a readable sign to the general 
public. In other word, the repressive force that is essential for any 
reverse-discourse to emerge and survive is not available or not sufficiently 
repressive in the cultural context.. This is maybe partly the reason why "Those 
People" was so much easier to arouse injurious emotions of the addressees while it 
was not so much successful in activating its reversal force in local society. 
Butler's framework of gender identity is an attempt to merge together the 
discursive forming power and the psychic process of a subject. If a subject is 
linguistically formed by the interpellation governed by prior discursive 
conventions and operation of gender norms, then the psychic processes of the 
addressee to turn into a subject and to take on a speaking position within the limit 
of cultural knowability is also one of the important aspects that Butler intends to 
investigate. In my project, the major areas of investigation are the coping 
strategies of masculine women in building up their own sense of gender and their 
interaction with the gender norms regulated by institutions such as family, school, 
media and work place. My focus is on their discursive struggles against the 
cultural norms. Hence, my framework for the project makes reference more from 
the discursive approach than from the psychoanalytic perspectives. There will be 
analysis of the gender identifications of informants, but the emphasis will be put 
on the interactive relation between their identifications and the available cultural 
resources that contribute to their very formulations. 
I will outline my framework for the project in the following section and also a brief 
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discussion on the political strategies and promises of decentring strategies. 
After the Earthquake: Birth at the Rupture 
In my study, I conceptualise gender as something needs to be examined from 
within the local cultural trajectory, and it is both constructive and performative. In 
a specific culture or society, individual's gender identity is constantly in 
consonance and in struggle with the gender ideology of her/his culture. The 
negotiations are done in an ever on-going process. Individual gender identities are 
both discursively induced, produced and realised. They are also in a negotiative 
relationship with the gender ideologies produced and reproduced by different 
institutions in society. I situate my informants in a position both living within the 
discursive boundary of gender ideologies and yet constantly engaging in 
re-negotiation and reproduction. 
To sum up, gender identity in my project is conceptualised as, 
1. Something needs to be examined from within the local cultural trajectory. 
2. Individual's gender identities are discursively induced, produced and 
realized. 
3. Individual's gender identities are constantly in consonance and in struggle 
with the gender discourses of her/his culture. 
4. They are also constructed through the relation to the Other. 
It is one of the research questions of this project to examine the applicability of 
Butler's performative theory in local culture and cases. Hence, the relationship of 
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my theoretical framework and the empirical findings will be one that opens for 
mutual interpretation. I will attempt to use the local knowledge gained from this 
project to further examine and revise the theoretical formulations. It is an ongoing 
process of theoretical revision during different stages of this research and I will 
have more discussion on the theoretical applicability and revision in a later 
chapter. 
Theoretical stance is usually reflective of the political stance of its holder. Butler, 
Wittig, Hall and Fuss are all scholars who embed heavy political (and personal as 
well) messages into their theoretical formulations. Before ending this Chapter, I 
will have a brief discussion on the political capability of those "decentring logics" 
deployed by Hall and Butler, and also my own political engagement in this project 
by using those logics. 
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As mentioned in an earlier paragraph, I situate my project as one that aims at 
opening up discursive possibilities for gendered beings whose cultural recognition 
is not yet fully obtained. By making masculine women visible in the project, I seek 
to pave the way for a more multiple conceptualization of gender and the 
broadening of the definition of gender norm in local society. The decentring logic 
is politically promising in the ways that by destabilizing the foundation of the 
essence of sex and identity, by locating identity as temporal variations and 
revisable signs, by opening up possibilities of re-signification and re-assignment, 
and by carrying out subversive re-signification within the local discursive contour 
(taking up the same tool in a different way or speaking the same language in a 
revised way), it opens up the possibility of agency to carry out "reconstruction 
projects" while at the same time the subversion is culturally recognizable and 
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hence more ready to be assimilated into the local mentality. 
Butler argues that construction is not to deny agency, and subversion of identity 
can only be possible within the regulated repetitive acts. Normative rules are not 
only restrictive but also enable subversions in the process of repetition. This 
politics of subversion within regulated rules is better explained by the following 
lines by Butler in the final chapter of Gender Trouble, 
"Construction is not opposed to agency; it is the necessary scene of agency, the very 
terms in which agency is articulated and becomes culturally intelligible. The critical 
task for feminism is not to establish a point of view outside of constructed identities; 
that conceit is the construction of an epistemological model that would disavow its 
own cultural location and, hence, promote itself as a global subject, a position that 
deploys precisely the imperialist strategies that feminism ought to criticize. The 
critical task is, rather, to locate strategies of subversive repetition enabled by those 
‘ constructions’ to affirm the local possibilities of intervention through participating 
in precisely those practices of repetition that constitute identity and, therefore, 
- present the immanent possibility of contesting them." (Butler, 1999:187-188, my 
emphasis) 
There are many worries and skepticism of construction and decentring politics, for 
there is a fear of losing "epistemological certainty" (Butler, 1993). Yet in the 
political context of gender struggle, especially for those genders that are still 
forced to be located at the margin of cultural recognition or even deprived of any 
social visibility (let alone any speaking position), a politics which enables the 
destabilization of the rigid normative bedrock and allows new possibilities of 
living and thinking proliferating at the very ruptures that it opens up is nonetheless 
promising at this historical moment. 
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Chapter Four 
Gender Discourses in Hong Kong 
Kit: People often called me Boy-head\ My relatives used to call me that when I was at play, 
especially when I was yelling and playing rough in ball games. They actually sounded quite 
appreciative, and I didn't sense any derogatory tone. For example, I didn't cry when I was having an 
injection, and people would say, "Aiya, you're even better than boys!" When I was a kid, comments 
like this will make me very happy, because I took it as a compliment!^ 
Ted: They (female colleagues) always thought that I'm immature and have no clue how to behave 
like a lady. They naturally assumed that I wasn't dating anyone. When they spotted my new ring a 
few months later, their reaction was like, "Wow! How come you are wearing a ring?" They teased me 
about it. To them, the ring was obviously an evidence of dating. I think they are over-reacting and I 
wonder if they're teasing me for dating or simply trying to figure out the gender of my date.^ 
People use existing discourses in their culture to construct and interpret their 
gendered self and dialectically, their gendered existences are both enabled and 
disenabled (or regulated) by the cultural discourses accessible to them. One has to 
make recourse to and be in struggle with different gender discourses that are 
constitutive of or detrimental to their gender formulation during the identification 
process. It is noted in the interviews of this project, self-interpretations of gender 
presentations and behaviours by informants are usually embedded in shared 
‘"Boy-head" is the literal translation of 男仔頭 in Cantonese dialect. The term is more frequently 
used as an adjective than a noun. It does not carry the same connotation of "identity" as “tomboy" 
in English culture. It usually refers to teenage girls or young women with "boyish" manner or 
dressing style (with the cultural assumption that certain manners and styles are belonged to boys). 
The cultural meanings of this term will be further elaborated and discussed in Chapter 5. 
2 K i t ：男仔頭是經常出現的講法。玩的時候，玩踢球呀’追逐大聲叫喊呀，被親戚講，但 
他們會帶著一種很appreciate的語氣，不知道爲甚麼，sense不到有吃意......去打針’不奚 
出來’別人就會「哎呀！妳真的比男孩子棒！」’小時候真的會開心，覺得自己得到了稱讚！ 





cultural assumptions. Similarly, the ways of how their gender styles are rejected 
and appropriated by other people are effected from conventional thinking. In this 
Chapter, I will have a sketch of the landscape of gender discourses in Hong Kong 
that are productive or repressive to the existence of masculine women. 
Before demonstrating the prevalent gender discourses in contemporary Hong 
Kong society, I will first outline the socio-cultural context of those discourses. The 
following diagram shows the various forces that are shaping the cultural contour 
and gender discourses of local society. 
Diagram 1: The Socio-cultural Context of Gender Discourses in Hong Kong 
Chinese Patriarchy 
British Colonial/ Western Influences 
_ 
Feminist Interventions 
Queer Sub-cultural (Re-)Productions 
Media Interactions 
Hong Kong is a society with heterogeneous cultural heritages. Between 
1842-1997，it was a British colony. Before the colonial rule, it has been a scarcely 
populated and undeveloped fishing harbour. Its sovereignty has been handed over 
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to the People's Republic of China from the British colonial government in July 
1997. It is a city typified by the convergence of Eastern (Chinese) and Western 
values. Predominately populated by ethnic Chinese, Hong Kong is deeply 
influenced by the Chinese patriarchal culture which is manifested mostly through 
the thousands-years-old Confucian thought. It is the backdrop of the socio-cultural 
context of local society. The Confucian patriarchal order to a large extent still 
exerts its influence on the social and familial power hierarchies of contemporary 
Hong Kong society. According to the Confucian social system, men are in charge 
of the public sphere and women are subordinated to their male family members 
and are confined only to the domestic sphere. The traditional gender division of 
labour has been transformed gradually after the fall of the imperial era during the 
early century. However, male dominance and male privilege are still evident 
^ in contemporary society. They are shown by the predominance of males in the 
professional and managerial positions in the job market and the widespread 
practice of women as the major homemaker (as illustrated by the declining labour 
force participation of women after thirty years old).4 Male dominance is also 
shown in the domestic sphere. Males are always expected to be the major 
breadwinner in family and receive more respect from other dependent family 
members. There is a trend of more equalitarian division of labour between 
husband and wife in younger generation. However, married women are still 
expected to be the major homemaker and caretaker of the children and elder family 
members and those domestic labour culturally assigned to women is always less 
respectable and recognized as lower paid employment in the public sphere. The 
patriarchal culture of local society is also exemplified by the preference of sons 
4 The information is provided from the charts of "Working Population by Sex and Occupation, 
2001" and "Labour Force Participation Rates, 1991 and 2001", in Population Census 2001: 
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and the higher career expectation on male children. This is less evident nowadays 
for younger parents. Yet the preference of male offspring and the higher social 
expectation on male children are witnessed by many informants in this project 
during their younger years. Although there are different kind of cultural 
interventions, the traditional Confucian social order is still prevalent in local 
society in the aspect of gender roles or gender division of labour in both private 
and public spheres. 
Hong Kong is also a highly westernized society. To younger generations, the 
values of traditional Confucianism are far more distant than those "imported" from 
the West. The over 150-year colonial rule was the most intensive period of 
westernization of the local society. Western lifestyles and values were imported 
together with economic development. The input of Western perspectives merged 
with the indigenous culture and transformed into new forms of social awareness 
and existence. For example, "tomboy" is at first an imported concept circulated 
chiefly in communities that were accessible to English or Western culture. The 
concept was gradually absorbed by local society and became popular in schools 
and female queer communities as early as mid-20^^ century in respective localized 
forms. Also, one important importation of new gender perspectives from the West 
is the introduction of feminism and women's movement into the local scene since 
the first half of the century. The interventions of feminism operated through 
local women's groups since 1970s on women's rights in different social aspects 
and the revision of gender roles have brought in fresh insights to the traditional 
gender conception. In the 1990s, the rapid development of local gay and lesbian 
Graphic Guide, Hong Kong: Census and Statistics Department (HKSAR), published in 2002. 
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communities coupled with the newly introduced feminist discussion of women's 
sexual rights and body sovereignty. New discursive possibilities of 
non-heterosexual identifications and differently styled female bodies are opened 
up. The queer subculture of local lesbian community is a significant site for the 
generation of new sexual and gender identifications for women. New gender 
discourses are produced and the increasingly visible population of queer women in 
local society has enriched the cultural intelligibility of female gender forms. This 
is further accelerated and promoted by the representation of queer women images 
in print and electronic media since 1990s. Besides the new media interest of queer 
images, media have always been popular sources of new definitions of femininity 
and masculinity to local audience. Media interact with existing and emerging 
gender discourses in local society and reproduce versions of gender style for 
popular reference and consumption. 
‘ Chinese patriarchal values are the undertone of the socio-cultural contour of Hong 
Kong society. They interplay with the influential Western perspectives intensively 
introduced during the colonial era, and since the second half of the century, 
traditional values have been challenged and interacted with feminist politics and 
queer re-interpretations. Right after the popularity of radio and television since the 
first half of the century, media have become important sites for the 
dissemination and reproduction of popular gender discourses. 
Based on the revelation of the interviews and my own life experience as a cultural 
insider, I identify a number of discourses that are relevant to the social existence of 
masculine women in Hong Kong. They are both produced and operated through 
the socio-cultural context which I have outlined above. I categorize those 
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discourses into two groups, the enabling and the disenabling discourses, 
Table 4: Enabling and Disenabling Discourses to Masculine Women in Hong 
Kong 
Enabling Discourses Disenabling Discourses 
1 The cultural superiority of masculinity Failed adulthood 
2 Tomboy as a phase before mature Failed womanhood 
femininity 
3 The degenderization of ageing women 
4 Masculine women are lesbians. 
5 Defeminization as a protective strategy Women dress and behave like men are 
against male sexual assault pathological beings. 
6 Women with a plain and practical Women dress and behave like men want 
dressing style are the capable work type, to be men and be a rival to men. 
7 Masculine women are easy-going and 
lean be buddies to both sexes. 
Discourses can be both enabling and disenabling in different contexts. They offer a 
social position to subjects while at the same time that very recognition might not 
be the one anticipated by the subjects themselves. This is exemplified by the 
popular practice of assuming a position of lesbian to women with overtly 
masculine attributes and identification. Recognition and mis-recognition can be 
initiated at the same time. Hence, the categorization of "positive" or "negative" 
discourses to masculine women is not an absolute and immutable one. The 
defining line is contextually dependent and any discourse is both repressive and 
productive to one's subject formation. Different gender discourses existing in a 
culture can also be in conflict to each other. There will be mixed receptions of 
masculine women by the general public. The social recognition and repression, 
and the self-interpretation of masculine women as well, always involve the 
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working of a series of discourses that are not necessarily always consistent in logic 
or harmonious with each other. The categorization applied here is more an attempt 
to differentiating socially acceptable and unacceptable interpretations of 
masculine women and discourses in both categories can be activated 
simultaneously in the process of meaning production. In the sections that follow, I 
will have brief elaborations on the cultural context and individual employment (by 
the informants) of each discourse listed in the table. As shown in the diagram 
before, media in contemporary social life have become a major distributor and 
reproducer of changing gender discourses in society. From the interactions of 
informants with mediated messages and images, we are able to see a significant 
aspect of gender negotiation between the informants and the mainstream gender 
discourses in local society. In the last section of this chapter, I will demonstrate the 
interactions of informants with the mediated gender images and the referential (or 
anti-referential) effects on individual's gender configuration. 
The Cultural Superiority of Masculinity 
The cultural meaning of "masculinity" can be two-fold. The "common-sensual" 
definition in most patriarchal cultures would be "the gender attributes of man" and 
it is much defined in accordance to its opposite category of femininity ("the gender 
attributes of woman"). Under patriarchal valorization, gender attributes that are 
more culturally acclaimed and socially productive would be assigned to man and 
naturalized as male biological attributes, while those opposite and less valued 
gender attributes would be categorized under the sign of femininity or woman. In 
this way, gender categories are imposed with hierarchical power relationship and 
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male-dominance or masculine superiority is reinforced. Another aspect of 
meaning would be that masculine attributes (as according to cultural definitions), 
again in patriarchal cultures, can be perceived and used as a category carrying 
ideal human attributes. What are actually culturally assigned to be "masculine" 
qualities (always implied to be belonged to biological males) are transformed or 
"elevated" to be "universal" human ideals. In other words, what are prior defined 
as "masculine" attributes become a nominal paradigm. 
In Hong Kong, the two interpretations of masculinity co-exist and are used in 
combination. There is a cultural logic of being male such that one will have higher 
social status, and being in possession of masculine qualities one will have higher 
social respect. It is a common practice for many informants in this project to 
condemn qualities (they perceived to be) shown on women or qualities that are 
culturally assigned as "feminine", and on the other hand, they aspire qualities that 
are culturally assigned to male (yet not necessarily associated with any living man 
in everyday life). Such condemned "feminine" qualities usually include gossipy, 
physically and psychologically weaker, over-indulgence in external beauty, 
indecisive, submissive, and timid. They are attributes generally unwelcome and 
are always stereotypically assigned to women. Hence, under such cultural 
presupposition, women showing "masculine" attributes (or non-feminine manners) 
are always more susceptible to social acceptance in local context. As told by Kit in 
the opening quotation of this Chapter, her tomboyism in childhood was instead 
appreciated by her family. There is higher cultural tolerance (or even acceptance) 
of masculinity shown on teenage girls. Tomboys (or "boy-head" girls in local term) 
are usually popular figures in schools. They are the masculine gender in all-girl 
social context and usually they are the special gender group capable of catching 
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more peer attention and enjoying higher social status. This cultural tolerance of 
tomboyism bears a stark contrast to the case of feminine teenage boys. Girls 
engage in activities such as ball games that are culturally regarded to be boys' 
activities stirs far less anxiety or fear than boys engage in conventionally girl's 
activities such as playing dolls or wearing make-up. This contrasting pair is a good 
revelation of the gender assumptions or valorizations that work in behind. In 
cultures that favour masculinity and are operated by patriarchal logics, taking up 
masculine attributes (whatever their temporal definitions are) by women (as a 
culturally inferior gender group) is a move of upward social mobility, while taking 
up feminine attributes (or even dressing style) by men (as a culturally superior 
gender group) is a move of downward social mobility. Tomboys as a pre-mature 
group are able to be offered a positive social position under the pro-masculinity 
culture. They can enjoy the freedom and social recognition that patriarchal culture 
grants to males. Gin recalled her conscious choice to be a tomboy when she was at 
an all-girl secondary school as a transformation to have "higher social rank", 
Gin: Although it is a mere change of wardrobe and hairstyle, the physical change itself is like 
a ritual. Thereafter, I have transformed into an "honorary" man, or a man ritually. Everything 
turned out better. There w'as more freedom for me. I can sit in any position I like and even 
talk out loud. At that time, I was quite confused and wasn't sure if I want to be a TB^ or a guy. 
I thought being a guy would be better off as the social status is higher. It never occurred to me 
that I could obtain a higher social status by simply changing the way I dress.6 
While entering adulthood, the cultural tolerance of teenage female masculinity 
5 In this quotation, TB is the abbreviation of tomboy. The term is also widely recognised as one of 
the lesbian gender identities in local queer context. 
6 G i n ：雖然只是衣服、髮型上的轉變，但這個外表的轉變其實是一個ritual�經過這個ritual 
之後就變成一個honorary m a n ’或者一個ritual上的男性，就會好一點，可以自由一點，坐 
得很難看、（說話）很大聲，都可以了。我那時想做TB或男孩子這兩樣東西其實很接近， 
很容易混淆，我覺得男孩子好些’ social rank高一點’以前一直沒有想過可以變，現在透過 
外表的轉變可以將自己的社會地位提升。 
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will usually be diminished and masculine women have to take up other available 
gender discourses for their cultural survival. 
Tomboy as a Phase Before Mature Femininity 
Tomboyism in teenage girls usually will not arouse much gender anxiety. There is 
a cultural interpretation of tomboyism as a sign of pre-maturity or pre-adulthood 
for teenage girls. The decades-long culture of tomboy (or TB) identification of 
teenage girl students in most all-girl schools and some co-educational schools in 
Hong Kong is evident of the cultural acceptance of teenage tomboyism. The 
acceptance is very much dependent on the belief that tomboyism is a periodic 
phenomenon that will not persist into young womanhood. The belief is also 
prevalent in the subcultures of schoolgirls. Leaving the identity of tomboy to many 
schoolgirls is a rite of passage to mature femininity. The ritual leave is 
characterized by the taking up of (or the "resuming" of) feminine gender styles. 
Externally it is typified by the wearing of longer hair, the putting on of more 
feminine attire such as dress, and internally it would be a taking up of a more 
conventionally defined female gender role. To some, the leave will also include a 
conscious change of sexual object choice. The leave of tomboy identification 
sometimes couples with a close of teenage lesbianism. It is not surprised that the 
taking up of heterosexual normative femininity comes together with the taking up 
of heterosexual normative sexual object choice given the highly interactive 
relationship of sexual desire and gender behaviour under the regulation of 
heterosexual norm. The conformative force is always most effective when teenage 
schoolgirls are about to graduate and enter adulthood. 
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Teenage tomboysim is thought to be a temporary stage before mature femininity or 
in other words, mature femininity is usually defined by a ritualized closure of 
tomboy identification and in some cases teenage lesbian relationship. Such belief 
on the one hand enables the comparatively less punitive existence of tomboy girls, 
while on the other hand, it causes the extension of masculine identification into 
female adulthood and the social recognition of teenage lesbian relationship and 
identification much more difficult to attain. 
The Degenderization of Ageing Women 
It is a culturally acceptable practice for ageing women to dress in a more 
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masculine style or gender neutral way. The regulative effect of gender conformity 
on ageing women is relatively less severe than on younger women. Their social 
position is less defined by their gender than their seniority in age and familial 
positions. They are socially granted more freedom to engage in less feminine acts 
such as speaking loudly and with more assertion, being less attentive to their 
external appearance, walking in larger stride, taking up leading role in group etc. 
This discourse on ageing women, when applied to masculine women, has the 
effect that when they are getting older, they are less frequently mistaken as men in 
public places. Since there is a public recognition of less feminine senior women, 
masculine women can have an easier social acceptance with senior age. 
Mo has had masculine dressing style for most of her life, when she is approaching 
middle age and is gaining weight, the occurrence of being mistaken as man in 
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public areas is less frequent. Her body gains weight and therefore becomes more 
feminine as a result of the physical change of ageing. She dresses in the same way 
as before but now she has more feminine addresses from others in public than 
masculine address. Compare with other informants who are younger and with the 
same body size as Mo, it shows the discursive effect of degenderization on making 
ageing masculine women more ready for social recognition. 
Yet, there is also a common practice to categorize women around and over middle 
ages into familial or kinship identities and they will also be assumed a married 
position. This leads to a disabling effect to the recognition of their gender identity. 
To degenderize and at the same time assign ageing women with traditional familial 
identities can cause another kind of mis-recognition. It is a mis-recognition arisen 
from the regulation of heterosexuality. While women in their younger age are 
positioned as sexualized beings defined oppositely by their heterosexual object 
choice, the male category, in their older age, by the same logic, they are positioned 
as degenderized or desexualized beings recognized only by their heterosexual 
familial positions. This can bring about a dislocation of a masculine women's 
gender identity and in some cases their sexual identity. 
Mo in her late 40s is on the one hand being less frequently mistaken as male, while 
on the other hand, she has experienced being publicly mis-recognized as a mother, 
and to make the situation worse, she was mistaken as her female partner's mother, 
Mo: Few people call me "Mister/Sir" now that I have gained weight. I was really upset when 
people once mistook me for Marsha's (her partner) mom! It was very annoying. Am I really 
that feminine? Again, this is a question of identity. I hate it when people see me as a Si-Nai 
(Cantonese dialect: middle-aged housewife) or an old lady... My breasts are very obvious 
76 
because I am fat. I think that's the reason why people sometimes call me Tai-Tai (Mrs.) in the 
street. When you are fat, people just naturally call you Si-Nai regardless of the way you dress. 
This upsets me a lot and makes me feel very old. This has never happened before. Even in my 
30s, people used to think I was twenty-something... Body shape does matter in people's 
perception. Sometimes when I get in a taxi, the driver will instantly ask, "Where would you 
like to go, Sir?" I don't like that either. I think they should look more carefully. Short hair 
doesn't necessary belong to a "Sir"... Do you think I am contradicting myself?^ 
Mo was recognized as a mother, in this way, her sexual identity is denied and the 
part of her masculine gender identification is unrecognized. The address as a 
heterosexual mother has a double denials on her sexual and gender identities. It 
seems that the period between teen years and late middle age is the most 
conformative years of women to socially acceptable femininity. The relatively 
tolerant reception of teenage tomboyism and masculinity of senior-aged women 
demonstrates the heterosexual regulation of women's lifecycle. Gender 
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conformative power is most severe during the peak reproductive years of women. 
There is a strong interlocking of the regulation of femininity and reproduction. 
Therefore, during the pre-mature and post-reproductive years, women are allowed 
to have relatively ifreer choice of gender style and identification. The tolerance of 
tomboys and senior-aged masculine women is operated within the governing 
power of heterosexuality. The negative aspects are, the former is tolerated only 
before mature womanhood and the latter is usually deprived of any gender 
recognition and is instead socially appropriated only by heterosexual kinship 
identities. 








Masculine women are lesbians. 
There is a growing public sensitivity of homosexuality in Hong Kong. During the 
past decade, there is a drastic development of lesbian and gay organizations and a 
surge of media interest in lesbian and gay stories. The sudden public and media 
attention can be partly attributed to the decriminalization of (gay) homosexuality 
in 1991 in Hong Kong. The increasing visibility of lesbian and gay population in 
public space and in media representation since early 1990s has a profound effect 
on the cultural understanding of local queer groups and the forming of local queer 
identities. 
The emergence of queer discourses in Hong Kong during the past decade, together 
with the proliferation of queer public spaces (which are also potential discursive 
sites) such as lesbian and gay social gatherings, political rallies, and queer bars, 
has opened up new identity positions for sexual and gender minorities. The 
development of lesbian subcultural gender identifications such as TB, TBG and 
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Pure opens up new gender possibilities and social positions for members in the 
community. Besides, the higher visibility of lesbian women in more overt 
masculine style makes them more susceptible to social recognition. Coupled with 
the interplay of the already existing cultural assumption of masculine women as 
lesbians, masculine lesbians or to some extent androgynous lesbians are more 
8 TB: It is the queer gender identity commonly used in the local lesbian community to refer to 
women who dress in masculine ways or take up masculine sexual roles in relationship. TBG: It is 
usually understood to be the abbreviation of "TB's girl" or “TB girl". It is the opposite gender 
category of TB in local lesbian community. Pure: It is a gender label to lesbian women whose 
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ready to be recognized both inside and outside the queer communities. 
The proliferation of homosexual discourses in local society and the conventional 
association of female masculinity to lesbianism create culturally inaugurative 
spaces for women with masculine gender identification and lesbian desires. In my 
study, it is evident that there is a strong cultural assumption in local society to 
associate masculine women with lesbianism. Most informants (except two) have 
been recognized or hinted by others as lesbian (in most cases as TB). The 
availability of lesbian gender discourse is productive to some lesbian informants in 
identity formation. For example, Balance, Ken and Joe were ready to pick up the 
queer gender position of TB as assigned to them by other insiders when they first 
appeared in local lesbian social scenes. To them, there was not much struggle in 
taking up this assigned identity. In fact, the association of lesbianism with 
masculine gender identification allows them to be at ease with the identity label of 
lesbian and the gender label of TB. The interaction of sexual desire and gender is 
one of the most prominent aspects of their gender identification. Their gender 
identification is usually articulated through the available sexual discourses that 
inaugurate them both into a new sexual and gender position. 
The repressive side of inaugurating masculine women into culturally recognizable 
sexual identities is shown on women who do not self-recognize as lesbians. In 
such cases, the same public recognition becomes a mis-recognition. Subjects are 
called into a social position that is not in consonance to their self-recognitions. At 
personal level, mis-recognition can incur bitter discursive struggles and continual 
gender style is ambiguous and cannot be categorised as TB or TBG. 
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resistance against the labelling effect during the process of reclaiming the "true" 
identity. The experience of Gene at secondary school is a very typical case of being 
called into a "wrong" subject position, 
Gene: Girls from girls' schools always assume I am a les or TB... When I was a kid, people 
used to call me boy-head all the time. To me, this only means they think my hairstyle is like a 
boy. But TB is actually something totally different. I gradually leamt the true meaning of TB. 
I tried to figure out the difference between a TB and me from their point of view. And I don't 
think I fit their description of a TB. I am never like that. By their definition, TB is someone 
who falls for girls but I do not. I 'm not even big on dating. To me, TBs always surround 
themselves with a crowd of girls. They enjoy attracting different kinds of girls and take pride 
in being womanizers. I consider myself very different from them and I wonder why people 
would use the term TB (to describe me)?^ 
At a broader cultural level, the appropriation of the sexual discourses over gender 
identities can result in a reduction of identity categories and a premature closure of 
new gender identity formation. Lesbian discourse and the cultural (stereotypical) 
interpretations can both initiate and hinder the formation of gender identities. Yet it 
is also true that mis-recognition provides those under-recognized genders with 
temporary social positions (and also community support) that are essential to their 
cultural survival and future resignification. 
Defeminization as a Protective Strategy Against Male Sexual Assault 








Being defined as a physically weaker and sexually vulnerable sex in patriarchal 
society, it is a culturally sanctioned practice for women to desexualize themselves 
in situations where the danger of sexual assaults is present. To desexualize the 
feminine body is usually accomplished by the taking up of man's attire. The 
practice of female cross-dressing as a protective and disguising strategy to engage 
in activities outside the domestic domain can be traced back to the imperial China. 
There is a rich archive of literary texts consist of stories of cross-dressing women 
participating in public events (in most case it is the festive markets) and having 
journeys. It is a tactic for gentle women to join the public world that in feudal era 
was open only to men or lower class working women, and also a protection for 
women to travel in ancient time. 
In contemporary society, the assumption of women being the (sexually) vulnerable 
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sex is still prevalent. Coupled with the conventional belief that women victims are 
to be blamed for "inviting" sexual attacks, the desexualization or defeminization 
discourse is popularly adopted as a protective discourse against sexual assaults. 
The cover-up of feminine body signs, wearing trousers, have their hair cut short is 
common desexualized tactics for women to protect themselves. For some, it also 
means the taking up of masculine manners such as using foul language and 
smoking in public. Ken has been sexually harassed by men when she was a child. 
Those experiences have made her into believing women are sexually vulnerable 
and signs of femininity such as wearing dress, long hair would result in male 
harassment. She confessed in the interview that it is a protective strategy for her to 
pick up masculine manners and dressing style, 
Ken: When I was a kid, I reckon that it is better to be a boy because you don't get bullied so 
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easily. Girls always fall victim of bullies at school, as well as all other places, even at work. 
Most of the time boys bully girls... you're less likely to be bullied when you look and act like 
a boy. Why? Because first they have to figure out whether you're a boy or a girl. Then, if they 
find out you are not a "real" girl, what's the fun of bullying you at all? If they want to bully 
somebody, they'd rather pick on a typical girl. I reckon that was their rationale. If I put 
myself in their shoes, I would rather bully, or simply tease, a typical girl in a dress than 
someone sexually ambiguous. When you act like a boy, that is you swear and smoke hard, 
you sorta protect yourself from bullies. That's all there is to it and it works! If you have 
boyish short hair, you can best assure that nobody is going to attack you from behind. They 
will go find another easier target. It is safer to look like a boy on the street. Once, there was 
this girl walking on the street and a guy walked by and gave her those nasty looks. If it were 
I walking beside him, he'll definitely not give me that kind of look. 
Similar interpretation was also provided by Caterpillar who preferred to dress 
herself in dark colours and loosely fitting clothes, 
Caterpillar: Today's women's clothes are mostly tight fitting and the colours are too 
” outrageous. I prefer darker colours as they're subtler. When you are wearing something that 
tight, people are no longer looking at you but at your body. There's a time when I felt that 
- people were looking more at my breasts than my face. I felt like being involuntarily sucked 
into his sexual fantasy. This kind of invisible sexual harassment is really horrible. That's why 
I don't like tight fitting clothes. You feel more comfortable both psychologically and 
physically in loosely fitting clothes. It's nothing about role-playing.'' 
To defeminize one's body and be tough in one's manner are culturally legitimate 















practices against male sexual harassment. This conventional belief offers 
masculine women a socially sanctioned interpretation of their gender style. 
Women with a plain and practical dressing style are the capable work type. 
This is a popular work discourse in local society. Masculine women are thought to 
be tough, capable, efficient, reliable and have strong character in a work context. 
The positive valorization of masculine attributes in work context interplays with 
the discourse of "superior masculinity" discussed in earlier paragraphs and also 
the Chinese traditional gender discourse of femininity is belonged to the domestic 
domain (內）and masculinity is belonged to the public domain (^f). The interplay 
of these discourses lead to a cultural logic that to be a socially recognized working 
subject, one has to display more masculine attributes than feminine ones. The 
‘ image of "super woman"(女強人）emerged in the late 1970s is a classic example 
resultant from those discourses in Hong Kong. Super women have acquired 
recognized social position by taking up at the same time a masculine inner 
identification and a feminine outer style. Yet workingwomen with masculine 
external style are also socially recognized as capable subjects, though compare to 
women with feminine style, they are susceptible to more negative interpretations 
(such as those listed in the above table). 
Masculine women tend to be perceived as capable workers. YY has been 
positively regarded by teachers for her working ability throughout her secondary 
years. She interpreted herself as having both the advantages of masculinity and 
femininity, 
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YY: Neither boys nor girls wanted to take up the job, so I was always the one who got things 
done. In my sqyen years of secondary school education, I was made class captain for six 
years and class chairperson for one year. I got tons of work done. Then I ran for the students' 
council in Form 4 and I was appointed head prefect in Form 6.1 was working all the time. My 
teachers appreciated me. They would certainly like to see more of my kind helping out. This 
is because I 'm quite detail-minded and willing. They reckon it would benefit the school to 
have more girls with these sorta double abilities, functionally speaking.'^ 
Grace in a similar way identified herself as a workaholic and regarded the 
displaying of masculine gender qualities and external presentation as making her 
more powerful at work and also to herself, it was a way to show her capability. 
In the creative professions, androgynous and transgressive gender style is 
particularly positively received. Caterpillar has been in the creative profession for 
many years, she found that unconventional images are in fact an advantage in her 
profession, 
Caterpillar: Usually artists have to be persistent in order to create. I think this is the nature of 
my work. I do very little commercial calculations. Some of my colleagues tend to adopt 
unconventional styles just to stand out. In my line of work, having an un-conventional and 
outstanding appearance will certainly attract more attention.'^ 








Masculine women are easy-going and can be buddies to both sexes. 
The gender ambiguity of masculine women sometimes has the effect of dissolving 
the gender boundary of social interaction. Usually masculine women (especially 
those with short hair and casual dressing style) are categorized as the socially 
easy-going type. Their gender ambiguity enables them to mix easier into social 
groups of both sexes. Yet in the aspect of social interaction, certain repressive 
discourses such as masculine women envy men, they are sexually threatening to 
women and competitive with men simultaneously. 
Not all of my informants have ever been categorized into this social category. 
Some mixed very well socially with both sexes. Joe was one of them. She was a 
little bit over-sized and tidily dressed in shirt and pants at the time I met her. She 
was a good talker and a good organizer of group activities. Her masculine style 
was well received by her co-workers of both sexes. Jon also played a helpful 
buddy role at work place, 
Jon: They (employers) wpn't complain. Usually they will say you're quite straightforward... 
Girls usually don't smoke. My male colleagues will ask me to go to the stairway or lift 
corridor for a smoke and we will chitchat. They talk to me in coarse style, speak foul 
language, which doesn't bother me at all. With the girls, if we go shopping, it will be "You 
carry the bags". If there're two bags, one bigger one smaller, I actually don't mind taking the 
bigger one. Sometimes people will say, "You're so stupid!", right to my face. Girls will feel 
bad. But my response is "Oh yeah! How smart are you?" I can therefore mix with my 
colleagues more easily.''* 







The masculinity of the informants becomes a sign of social accessibility in 
day-to-day interactions. The transgression of their gender presentation has an 
effect of dissolving the social segregation of gender. Their social popularity 
renders them an accommodating position of their gender ambiguity. 
Failed Adulthood 
This interplays with the (enabling) discourse of tomboyism. As discussed earlier, 
the cultural belief of tomboyism as a temporary phase before mature womanhood 
is repressive to masculinely identified women in a way that it makes them more 
difficult to attain a socially acceptable position when entering adulthood. 
Extended tomboyism is interpreted as failed adulthood since tomboy is usually 
‘ read as a sign belonged to teenage girls. A mature woman demonstrating 
masculine attributes will be regarded as refusing to take up the adult role that is 
always characterized by conformity and restriction and is a ritual shift of social 
positions. In other words, women who persist in their masculine gender style into 
adulthood risk the deprivation of social sanction that is only to be attained by the 
transformation into mature femininity and the taking up of feminine gender roles 
accepted by the culture. 
Failed Womanhood 
Failed womanhood is parallel to failed adulthood. Mature womanhood is 
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characterized by the successful performance of socially sanctioned feminine 
gender roles. To enter mature womanhood in patriarchal cultures always comes 
with more restrictions and less freedom of mobility. The rejection of those gender 
restrictions again will cause masculine women incapable of attaining recognized 
gender and social position in the adult world. They have to engage in constant 
discursive struggles to obtain for themselves cultural recognitions and new gender 
identities. For informants prefer women over men as their sexual object choice, 
their survival into adulthood is much more difficult, for they are in lack of the 
essential help of heterosexual desire to reinforce and accomplish their feminine 
gender identity which is operated through and governed by heterosexuality. 
Balance's masculine gender style has been challenged by her father as early as she 
can remember. She continues her masculinity all the way into adulthood. Her 
extremely masculine dressing style has aroused much anxiety, discomfort and 
challenges from people around her. Her young age and baby face have made her 
even easier to be categorized as a woman who failed to attain mature femininity. 
Balance: My look is a bit different from my (dressing) style. My style is quite old-fashioned 
but my look is very childish. People take one look at me and will assume that I 'm immature. 
They will reckon that you're immature, because you dress like this even though you know 
you're a g i r l” 
Her overt masculinity and manly attire also causes discomfort and negative 
reception in the lesbian community. The discursive effect of immature 
womanhood is as well evident in lesbian societies. Overt masculinity or 




heterosexual masculine identification (such as preferring heterosexual women 
over lesbian women as partners) usually is not positively received in local lesbian 
communities. This would be regarded as a denial of femininity or an immature 
behaviour (as characterized by "confused" sexual or gender identification). This is 
partly due to the under-development of sexual and gender categories in local queer 
communities that there are only a few alternatives left for masculine women to 
take up as identity labels, and therefore, temporary "mis-match" of gender or 
sexual identity is unavoidable. 
Women dress and behave like men are pathological beings. 
This is a popular discourse usually prevalent in newspaper coverage of masculine 
women appear in court cases or other crime cases. Pathologization is a common 
‘ practice for dominant groups to locate culturally unrecognizable beings. Women 
challenging the "privileges" (such as wearing "man's" attire, courting women, 
taking up "man's" gender role) that are socially assigned to men are usually 
located by pathological discourses and illegitimate gender categories. Their 
gender transgression and in some cases sexual transgression can only be 
understood by heterosexual logic as deviants for that very logic is inadequate to 
classify non-heterosexual beings. Hence, the only way left for cultural 
intelligibility is to exclude those (heterosexually) indefinable beings from any 
normative locations. 
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Women dress and behave like men want to be men and be a rival to men. 
Masculine women in negative discourses are viewed by other women as sexually 
aggressive and threatening (interplays with the conventional association of female 
masculinity and lesbianism), while by men, they will be assumed a hostile and 
rival position. When certain sets of behaviours and roles are culturally assigned 
only to males, the infringement upon the male privileges by women is a socially 
condemned act that most often will be interpreted as a threat to the "harmonious" 
division of the two (heterosexual) genders and the fault will be put on the woman 
who make the infringement. 
The effect of this cultural assumption is felt particularly by informants whose 
masculinity is more overtly displayed. The tension with males are always shown at 
work place, 
Ken: The male colleagues are more or less hostile to me and I can't help it. They're able to do 
what I can do and vice versa. If they can't stand me, I can't help it. Why can't they stand me? 
It's just because they feel threatened. If you can't do what they can, then they won't be so 
hostile.'^ 
Balance: I didn't sense anything wrong when I first started to work. What men can do, so can 
1.1 didn't think there is a problem. Later I found out that guys don't like this at all. Now if I 
need to carry heavy stuff or retrieve something high up, I will ask a male colleague's help. 
Men have pride. Sometimes you just have to consider their feelings. 口 
" K e n ：男同事多多少少有點容不下我’但這是沒辦法的’我做到的他們都做得到，而他們 
做到的我也做得到。那他們如果要受不了我也好’沒辦法。他們爲甚麼受不了我？因爲他 
們覺得受到威脅才會容可下妳而已，他做得到而妳做不到，他們又怎會受不了妳？ 




Masculine women tend to be called into a competitive position with men and this 
will put them at a disadvantageous position that they are thought to be the 
illegitimate "invader" and pose an immediate disruption to the hetero-gender 
equilibrium and male privilege. 
氺 氺 本 * 
Negotiations in the Media 
In this section, I will go on discussing the negotiations of informants with 
messages and images in the media where gender discourses of local society are 
represented. By studying the interactions of informants and the images and 
fictional characters in the media, I seek to explore the negotiations informants 
carried out with mainstream gender discourses at the media arena. 
The following table shows the media characters that informants were identified or 
not identified with. 
Table 5: Informants' Media References 
Identified Characters Characters not Identified with 
Citational icons of local masculine Culturally appealed feminine body 
women celebrities images 
Positive male characters Male-dependent or submissive female 
characters 
Tough women characters 
Male impersonators 
Androgynous characters 
Most informants have engaged in mass media since early childhood. Electronic 
media (television, radio and movie) are the most popular forms of entertainment 
for informants in this research. Other popular media mentioned by them include 
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pop music and fictions. In the interviews they were asked to name their most 
favourite media characters or those they have ever identified with, whether they 
would make reference from any media characters for their gender presentations, 
and their views on the images of the ideal femininity in media. In this section, I 
will discuss several common features of media experiences related to their gender 
identification shared by the informants. 
Favourite media characters 
Favourite media characters reported by informants include male heroes or other 
positive male characters, tough women and male impersonators in TV dramas and 
films. A few informants have substituted themselves into male fictional characters 
in TV dramas or films. Those male characters were usually archetypal heroic 
knight-errants or righteous intellectuals in Chinese historical dramas and films. 
They tended to identify more with the male characters in fictional works. Some of 
them were also interested in female cross-dressing characters, particularly those 
popular male impersonators in Cantonese cinema during mid-20^^ century. Mo and 
Joe both mentioned their admiration for heroic male characters and their 
preference for female cross-dressing characters. 
Mo: In Form 3, I really have the hots for a male star called Jiang Da-Wei (a local 
actor). He played the hero in many martial arts films and I liked him so much that I 
had bought many pictures of him. When I was a kid, I fancied Chen Bao-Zhu (a local 
actress). She often played male roles in movies and she looked very cool. Of course 
I also fancied Ren Jian-Hui (a male impersonator of Cantonese opera), as she 
always looked very handsome in male costumes.'® 
I 8 M o ： F.3我喜歡一個明星’男的，叫姜大衛’拍很多武俠片’是大英雄’我很喜歡他， 
買了很多他的明星照片°小時候喜歡陳寶珠’因爲陳寶珠反串做男孩子，我覺得很有型， 
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Joe: I often identify myself with movie characters. At that time, I loved to watch The 
Yang's Women Warriors, featuring Feng Bao-Bao and Wang Ai-Ming (local 
actresses) as"male characters. When I watch a martial arts film, I usually wonder if 1 
can fight like those characters in the story. I tend to identify with the male characters, 
not necessarily those played by women. I also identify with Liu Chong-Ren (a local 
actor) in modern day drama. Even now I will identify myself with characters in movies, 
but not so often with the female characters.'^ 
Joe has also mentioned she was impressed by an all-women performing group 
from Taiwan that she saw on TV in the 1970s. She admired those female 
performers who played the male roles. Besides female cross-dressing characters, 
androgynous images of men and women in media were mentioned by a few 
informants as their favourite media figures. Gin recalled in her younger years she 
preferred the shorthaired female character Sabrina Duncan (played by Kate 
Jackson) more in the Hollywood TV series Charlie's Angels and liked the 
»， 
low-pitched voice of Patricia Chan (陳美玲)，a popular singer in Hong Kong in 
- late 1970s and 1980s. 
Gin: I like gender neutral girl. In the past, I really liked Patricia Chan because she's 
an alto. Among the three characters of the TV series, Charlie's Angels, I liked the 
one with short hair. She's more carefree and seldom wore dresses. I found her very 
attractive back t h en , 
自然我也很喜歡任劍輝啦，因爲她經常是男人的模樣’是很漂亮的男人。 








The preference for androgynous media characters is also shared by Grace. Yet it 
was only until the time of the interview that she suddenly realized most of her 
favourite male singers had androgynous images. 
Grace: I seldom liked female singers. I preferred male characters and male leads 
because I identified with them. I like Leslie Cheung (local male singer and actor) and 
his is gender neutral. I still like him now. I also liked David Bowie. He is also gender 
neutral. I like them because they are handsome and they look beautiful when they 
play woman's role. They look good no matter what.^' 
Many informants identified more with images of tough women in media. Balance 
preferred to be identified with those "super women"(女？虽人）popular in 
Cantonese TV dramas. They are usually women who have successful career and 
tough character. Kit and May also liked characters of tough women in media while 
^ Ha would imagine herself to be one of those woman knights in Chinese historical 
novels of knights. She admired women characters with both tough and gentle 
natures. 
Some informants said that they would make reference to media figures for their 
gender presentations. Those figures that they would follow after include male 
popular singers, iconic masculine women in local media and female cross-dressing 
characters in films. Ken would pay attention to the dressing style and hairstyle of 
male singers and take reference from them for her own gender style. She was 
supported by the images of a female model in man's suit on a TV commercial and 
an actress in man's attire in a local film and made the attempt to dress herself in 
”Grace ：我很少喜歡女歌手’我喜歡那些character都是男的，男主角那些，我多數認同在 




man's suit to attend public activities. 
The image of masculine women is familiar to the local media audience. There are 
several iconic figures of masculine women and male impersonators accessible to 
local audience in films, TV and radio shows. Male impersonators were popular 
and appeared in many Cantonese films during the genre's heyday in 1950s-1970s. 
It is an extension of the opera tradition of male impersonation. Iconic male 
impersonators such as Ren Jian-Hui (任劍輝),Feng Bao-Bao (瑪寶寶）and Chen 
Bao-Zhu (陳寶珠）are household figures to local audience for many generations. 
Male impersonation is less popular in media works in contemporary Hong Kong, 
yet local audience is still exposed to images of masculine women. Popular 
examples can be Winnie Yu (俞淨)，a well-known DJ in the 1980s and nowadays 
she is still a popular media figure to the local public. She is a rare local celebrity to 
appear before the public in unambiguously "male" attire and overtly unfeminine 
manner，yet she is well received by the general public mostly because of her talent 
and popularity. She was mentioned by some informants in interviews as a 
masculine women figure with successful public recognition. Joe in her younger 
years was impressed by Winnie Yu for her talent and masculine presentation and 
has aspired to be like her. Female masculine public models are very rare in Hong 
Kong, yet the modeling effect of those few examples can never be underestimated. 
Gin found the existence of such figure essential to her own social recognition. In 
her case, it is Susie Wong (蘇斯黃)，a popular DJ and host of TV talk show, who is 
also well-known for her masculine dressing style, 
Gin: I like Susie Wong (local female DJ and TV talk show host) a lot when I was a kid. But I 
have never seen her. The fondness I had of her didn't really have much impact on my 
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growing up. It's kind of mysterious but far from anything about identifying with her. Until 
one day, my auntie said to me. She's the one always buzzing me about the length of my hair. 
That day, she asked me if I've watched Susie Wong (on TV). She said Susie Wong looks a lot 
like me and that if I wear my hair a little bit longer, I will look exactly like her. Then I was 
told to watch her (on TV). She's really a role model! Because of her, other people won't buzz 
me. My auntie gave me a pass because of Susie Wong. It's OK if I'm like her. And the 
dressing style of Susie Wong is so raggy. If she can be on TV looking like this, then it'll be 
very OK for me too, in everyday life.22 
The popular reception of masculine women in the media provides a social "pass" 
to women with similar gender style. Popular masculine women figures are found 
to have modeling effects on some informants in this research and the presence of 
cultural role models is essential for the social recognition of masculine women. 
Media Characters not Identified with 
• 
Characters in media that informants cannot identify with are also important clues 
for their understanding of gender and their interpretations of mainstream gender 
discourses. Characters not identified with can be the "constituent outside" of the 
informants in their process of gender identification. While what the informants can 
identify with is crucial for the understanding of their gender preference, what they 
could not identify with also provides significant information of their identification. 








Informants were asked to provide their views on the versions of ideal femininity 
portrayed in the local media. It is found in this research the most informants were 
capable of providing detailed description of versions of mediated femininity. Yet 
most of them tended to dissociate them from those messages of ideal femininity. 
They seemed to be less affected by the socially imposed definitions of femininity. 
Many of them claimed that their images were too much different from those 
feminine female characters shown in the media and it was unlikely for them to 
relate themselves to those feminine images. For example, Joe said that she would 
appreciate those feminine images and characters in drama or film but she would 
never identify herself with them. For others, they were more critical of the 
popularly acclaimed female body images promoted in the media and disregarded it 
as a model for them. 
Some informants also expressed their views on the typical gender roles of female 
‘ characters in the local media. Most of them had negative comments and regarded 
the roles assigned to women in the media as stereotypical and derogative. 
Caterpillar: In movies, a typical female character is usually dependent on the male 
character. She usually makes a lot of fuzz to win her man's heart; she's helpless and 
can only wait for her man to come rescue her from danger. Occasionally, she will 
also create trouble for men and get in the way when men go about their "business". 
What I learn from these female characters is that I never want to be like them. I 
would never sit around and wait for some men to come to my rescue.^^ 




May also disagreed with the submissive role played by women in a popular TV 
series. Grace provided similar remarks on the submissive role she usually found on 
women in TV series. 
Grace: It's a pity that women in recent Korean and Japanese TV dramas are 
portrayed as very submissive. They always rely on the Other to recognize her and 
that the Other is often a man. I don't need the Other to prove myself. No need at all. 
I don't think I will ever change myself for other people.^'* 
Some informants dissociated themselves from those female characters in TV 
dramas who are totally submitted to patriarchal order or dependent on men. For 
others, the monolithic feminine image of women in the media was the major factor 
that prevents them from identification. Their identifications with male characters, 
tough women characters and male impersonators in the media, and the iconic 
• paradigmatic effect of masculine women celebrities in local society are all 
significant issues of media studies that are worth further exploration for the 
understanding of the interactions of masculine women and media messages in the 
process of gender identification. 
Masculine women are located at different social positions by the gender discourses 
in their culture. In their everyday life, they would be activated into different 
discursive positions in different contexts and can be called also into more than one 
position in a single context. Their social positions are never fixed and stable. They 
are initiated by the interplay of inter-personal interactions and gender discourses 




available in their culture. Any single discourse can be both enabling and 
disenabling to the social existence of masculine women. The effects of discourse 
vary in different social contexts and different life stages of masculine women. The 
social interpretations of their gender presentation depend much on the living 
context where the interaction and recognition take place. In the following chapters, 
I will go on discussing how masculine women use available cultural resources to 




Tackling Labels: Public Names and Self Recognitions 
Balance: I can accept "lesbian", but not "manly woman"\ "Boy-head"^ is OK because it doesn't carry 
any derogative meaning. But "manly woman" is derogative to me. It's a bit satirical...giving me some 
hard feelings^ 
Mo: I have wanted to be a Bu Bu (butch) since Primary 6, because I met a Bu Bu, a tomboy. Back 
then, no one knew what a tomboy is, so when we discussed that on the street, people didn't know 
what we were talking about. Tomboy is not how we would describe ourselves and we really hated it 
when people call us manly women. I hated that since 丨 was a kid. I used to hear that term all the time. 
Some men were really nasty. They deliberately picked on you. They were not young guys, they're 
grown men. They just harassed you when they walked by. This made me really unhappy... Imagine 
in those days (1960s), most girls and women wore dresses. You're the only one who didn't look like 
a woman or a man. So they'd come up to you and say something nasty: manly woman!* 
Gene: The sexual organs I was born with decided my gender, but not my behaviour. Why do we 
need to go by the same rules and conform? I believe that I can create a lot of things based on my 
gender. Through this process of creation, I explore and become my own person. I don't like it when 
people impose on me. You can suggest all you want, but I decide whether or not to listen. You do 
yourthing, I do mine.5 
‘"Manly woman" is the literal translation of the Cantonese colloquial term “男人婆”.For 
dictionary meaning please refer to a later paragraph in this Chapter. 
2 "Boy-head" is the literal translation of the Cantonese colloquial term “男仔頭”.For dictionary 
meaning please refer to a later paragraph in this Chapter. 
3 Balance ：我接受lesbian，但我不接受男人婆’男仔頭我都會接受，因爲沒有泛意成份， 
但男人婆我就覺得有一點魅意成份，我覺得有一點諷刺......總之令我有些hard f e e l i n g � 











Public labels are socially assigned categories that are used to locate subjects within 
dominant frameworks of recognition. They are developed from local colloquial 
convention and sometimes are also resulted from the intervention of external 
cultures. Apart from masculine addresses such as Sir, Mister (先生）or young boy 
(哥哥(仔)，細f老，弟弟)，there are three public labels that are popularly assigned to 
masculine women in Hong Kong: boy-head (男仔頭)，manly woman (男人婆） 
and lesbian (or les, TB). In this Chapter, I will discuss the cultural meanings of 
those terms in local society and the receptions by their addressees, the masculine 
women. In the second part, I will explore the self formulations of gender of the 
informants and how they interpret their gender positions while living in a culture 
dominated by the heterosexual binary gender system. By demonstrating the public 
and personal gender interpretative frameworks, I seek to examine masculine 
women's tactics of gender identification through available cultural resources and 
public labelling effects. 
The Public Labels 
The Definitions 
Boy-head and manly woman are local colloquial terms which have been widely 
adopted in everyday lexicon. Both terms can be used as adjective or noun. They 
are more often used as adjectives in descriptive phrase. Compare to "tomboy" in 
Western context, boy-head and manly woman are terms carry much less weight of 
personal identity. They are not used as much as a category of self-identification as 
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tomboy in the West. The following are the dictionary meanings of the two terms 
(original text in Chinese), 
Boy-head (naam dzai tau in Cantonese) 
Describes girls whose character, dressing style or behaviour are boyish, like a fake boy: Like 
a � [ L i k e a fake boy] | Ah-Chu was very ~ when she's a kid [Ah-Chu was like a fake boy 
when she's a kid]. 
(男仔頭naam dzai tau——形容女孩子的性格、打扮或行爲像男孩子，假小子：成個 
〜口甘〔整一個假小子似的〕I阿珠細個個陣好〜架〔阿珠小時候很像個假小子〕。) 
Manly Woman (naam j an po in Cantonese) 
Women whose character, dressing style or behaviour are mannish: The woman boss is like a 
~ [The woman boss is like a man]. 
(男人婆naamjanpo——性格、打扮或行爲男性化的女人：老闆娘成個〜卩甘〔老闆娘 
- 整一個男人似的〕。）6 
The dictionary meanings and the examples show that boy-head is used to describe 
young girls with boyish character and external style, while manly woman is used 
to describe mature women with manlike character and external style. There is a 
connotation of age of the two terms. From the examples, we can see boy-head is 
for girls who are boyish, while manly woman is for older women (as "woman 
boss" in the example implies) who are mannish. The age difference is illustrated 
by the constituent parts “男仔” (boy) in boy-head and ‘‘男人” (man) and “婆” 
6 Dictionary meanings of boy-head and manly woman are provided by, Zhang Li-Yan and Ni 
Lie-Huai (1996), Dictionary of Hong Kong Style Cantonese, Hong Kong: Wan Li Book Co., Ltd. 
(張勵硏、愧列懷編著《港式廣州話詞典》，香港：萬里書店，一九九六年。） 
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(older woman) in manly woman. And both terms in the dictionary are used either 
as nouns or adjectives. 
Lesbian is an imported term with increasing popularity in the general public when 
media coverage and public awareness of homosexuality in Hong Kong have been 
rapidly enhanced during the past decade. There are a few local elaborations of the 
concept of lesbian or homosexual woman. While being recognized as lesbians, 
local queer identity labels such as les, TB and (female) Tongzhi (女同志）are often 
imposed on the informants in this project. Les is the popular abbreviation of lesbian, 
which is widely used in local lesbian communities especially by younger 
generation. TB is a masculine gender identity in local lesbian communities. 
Tongzhi is developed from the Chinese term "comrade" which was a very popular 
form of address used in Communist China before the 1980s. Literally it means 
people with unified aspirations. The term has been re-adopted and also re-signified 
by the gay society in Hong Kong as early as the late 1980s as a localized identity 
for gay men, and later it has been extended to include lesbians and other sexual 
minorities. 
Most informants have been described as or called boy-head and manly woman 
since their childhood or teenage years. Many of them have been assumed or 
labelled as female homosexuals because of their masculine dressing style and 
behaviour. The following table displays the number of informants who have been 
called or described by the three terms. 
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Table 6: Public Labels and Individual Informants 
Public Names/ No. of informants be 
Descriptions called 
Boy-head (男仔頭）—15 
Manly Woman (男人婆）T^  
Lesbian(女同志/TB/Les ) 115 • 
*Total number: 18 
Boy-head and the categories of female homosexual identities are the two most 
popular descriptions and labels of informants. Very few informants can be freed 
from those public labels and descriptions. Those few who have never heard people 
use each of the three terms upon them usually have been described instead by other 
phrases carrying similar meanings such as “Like a man"(成個男人柑)，or "not 
like a girl/woman"(唔似女人/女仔),and "neither a man nor a woman"(不 
男不女).In a similar way, those phrases situate masculine women at an 
"undefined" gender position within the binary framework. 
The Cultural Contexts 
Public labels develop within available frameworks of cultural recognition. They 
are the products of the interpretative system that is shared by their users. The 
success of any labelling effect relies on whether the interaction can activate or 
reproduce the context of social conventions through which the label is developed. 
In this part, I will have a brief discussion on the cultural context of Hong Kong 
under which the three public namings in focus are functioning. 
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Boy-head and manly woman are terms produced by the binary gender logic, which 
posits female and male, woman and man as dichotomous categories. Both terms 
consist male nouns: "boy"(男仔）and "man"(男人).To describe masculine 
women in male nouns has gender implications in two ways, 1. Masculinity is 
legitimate only to male; 2. Women who possess masculine attributes are either 
culturally assigned to the male categories (boy or man) or interpreted as 
incomplete gender beings who are deprived of a full membership to either of the 
two culturally legitimate gender categories. To describe or to call a female in male 
terms, by the logic of binary gender schema, is an "illogical" gender pairing that 
carries a connotation of mockery. The receiver's legitimate gender identity (as a 
female) is called into question and the gender challenge is further accelerated by 
the imposition of male categories on the female receiver. It is a linguistic act that 
deprives the receiver a proper and complete gender identity. Furthermore, the 
discourses of teenage tomboyism and mature female masculinity discussed in last 
chapter activate these two terms into different contexts of meaning. Boy-head, as 
exemplified by the above dictionary meaning, is a term formulated under the 
positive discourse of teenage tomboyism. The culturally positive reception of 
teenage tomboys renders boy-head a less derogative public term. While the 
implication of manly woman is very different, it is a term literally refers to mature 
manhood (男人）and womanhood (婆).As discussed in the last chapter, female 
masculinity if persists into mature womanhood is a sign of disruption to the 
heterosexual imperatives in both gender assignment and the regulation of desire 
and reproduction. The connotations of gender mockery and challenge are more 
overt in manly woman than boy-head. Even if it is used on younger girls, the term 
still carries more derogative meaning since it activates the context of female 
"infringement" of male privilege. 
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The labeling of lesbian or any other terms indicating female homosexuality on 
masculine women is resulted from the stereotypical association of lesbianism with 
female masculinity in local society. Women transgressing gender boundary will be 
assumed to have transgression also at their sexual object choice. Or in other words, 
women who have transgressed the assigned boundary of heterosexual gender by 
taking up masculinity will also be assumed to have taken up the male role in 
heterosexuality. For one's sexual object choice and sexual role are essential parts 
in her/his reinforcement or performance as in Butler's term of heterosexual 
femininity and masculinity. It is a popular media practice in local society to 
represent masculine women as lesbians or vice versa to portray lesbians as 
masculine women. The increasing media representation of masculine lesbian 
women and the heterosexual logic of pairing up masculinity and femininity in 
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sexual object choice create space for the popular imagination of masculine women 
‘ as female homosexuals. 
The Receptions 
The term "boy-head" is generally positively received by informants. It is a familiar 
term to most of the informants throughout their childhood, teenage years and even 
adult years. The addressers can be family members, friends, co-workers, or even 
by the informants themselves as a way for self-introduction. Boy-head is more 
often received by informants as a more friendly description. It can also be a 
compliment to its receivers in the pro-masculinity culture. Kit remembered that 
being addressed as a boy-head in her childhood by relatives was like praise to her. 
People would describe her as a boy-head in an appreciating tone. 
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The term "manly woman", on the other hand, is more often negatively received by 
the informants. Many informants encounter this term at different ages. But the 
occurrence of being described as manly woman is always less than boy-head. 
While boy-head is used more frequently by people who are familiar with the 
informants with positive connotation, manly woman is told to be sometimes used 
by people in a hostile way. As shown by the quotation in the opening part of this 
Chapter, the term manly woman gives "hard feeling" to Balance. To other 
informants, manly woman is a negative term showing hostility and disagreement 
on their manner, behaviour or external gender presentation. The implication of the 
challenge is best exemplified by Mo's teenage year experience of having been 
rudely addressed by male passers-by as manly woman. It is an act that aims at 
insulting and confronting women who are thought to be in violation of their 
assigned gender position and intruding into the privileged gender terrain of males. 
‘ If the term is used by people familiar with the informant, for example, by family 
members, it is always used to show more disagreement with her gender 
presentation than approval or friendly recognition. 
To many informants, female homosexual labels such as lesbian, les and TB 
requires a learning process to understand. They are not household terms as 
boy-head and manly woman that are well known to the informants since early 
childhood. For a few informants, lesbian labels can appear as early as primary 
school years because of their masculine appearance such as very short hair, or 
masculine behaviours such as being very active in games which involve greater 
bodily movements. To be named as female homosexuals has mixed receptions by 
different informants. It will be a mis-recognition as discussed in the previous 
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chapter if the imposed label is not self-recognized by the informant herself. In such 
cases, the imposition of the lesbian labels will not be welcomed. The labeling 
effect can cause the addressee to engage in years long identity struggles and 
clarifications. Gene has been in struggle with the lesbian label from her teenage 
years to adulthood. She has been categorized by some classmates as TB at her 
all-girl secondary school and later at university, and she is still regarded as a 
lesbian (though much less frequently than in secondary school). During the years, 
she has paid great effort to understand the meaning of the lesbian label that she has 
been called. The process of learning the term is a way for her to draw defining 
boundary and differentiate herself from the group she has been categorized into. 
Some informants are indifferent to the lesbian labels they are assigned to. 
Caterpillar only came to realize the meaning of TB many years after the time the 
labeling first happened in her secondary school years. To her, it is a 
mis-recognition. She differentiates herself from TB, in quite a similar way as Gene, 
‘ by stating that the choice of her external style has nothing to do with any intention 
to attract girls, while TB consciously uses her masculine external style to chase 
girls. Other informants have undergone a process of learning and picking up the 
assigned sexual labels. Balance has been ignorant of the meaning of lesbian or TB 
at first, but after having been frequently recognized as a lesbian during her teenage 
years and early adulthood, she decided to explore the lesbian scene to understand 
more of the group of which she has been thought to be a part. She went to a local 
lesbian bar to have her first exploration and later she joined the lesbian community 
and accepted the new identity label of TB to which she has been assigned by other 
community members. Sexual identity labels are usually used by informants in the 
lesbian community or when they are being with other community members. 
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Public label is a kind of social recognition and categorization of individuals or 
groups by other cultural members formulating within shared frameworks of 
meaning production. Public labels can be a cultural resource for their addressees to 
construct and negotiate their own social identities. Self identities can be formed 
through ongoing struggles with existing frameworks of recognition or through the 
manipulations (or re-articulations) of dominant systems. The second half of the 
Chapter will explore informants' self interpretations of their gender. 
Self Recognitions 
During interviews, informants were asked to give a description of their gender. To 
make this abstract question easier to comprehend, sometimes I also tried to invite 
them to give interpretations of their gender by making comparison with other 
gender groups (such as women and men in general or the TBs they have met) or 
commenting on and making recourse to existing gender categorizations. Some 
informants have undergone deliberate change over the years for their gender 
positioning and external gender presentation (such as hairstyle and dressing style). 
The self gender interpretations that are to be discussed in this section are mostly 
referred to the present articulations of informants at the time of the interviews. As 
identity is an always on-going project of self interpretation, stories of self 
identification refer only to the "truth" at the moment of articulation and it is also 
possible that the act of articulation itself will lead to new revisions and 
recognitions. A few informants during the time of the interview have not been 
mistaken as males in public for a long time. And for some, the mistake happened 
on and off during different phases of their life whenever they shifted their 
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preference of external style. (Please refer to Table 3: Informants' Individual 
Development of External Gender Style Over the Years in Chapter 1 on p. 16). 
In the following paragraphs, I will discuss the gender positions they assigned for 
themselves and the frameworks and defining categories they used to make the 
positioning. 
Four distinct categories of interpretation used by informants to describe their 
gender are sex, gender, gender role and sexuality. They tended to maintain the 
dominant sex/gender framework and binary categorizations (male and female, 
man and woman) to categorize their gender. The sex/gender framework consists of 
a biologically defined sex and a socially defined gender (femininity and 
masculinity). This major framework interplays with other defining categories such 
as gender role and sexuality to form the gender identification of the informants. 
All informants defined themselves as (biological) female in the first place. The 
variations happened at their position of gender attributes (femininity and 
masculinity), gender role and sexual object choice. I put their self-claimed gender 
positions into the following categories, 1. Female who floats among different 
gender categorizations; 2. Female who is androgynous; 3. Female who resists 
against the female gender role; 4. Female who is both masculine and feminine; 5. 
Female who disregards gender as a sense-making category; 6. Female who loves 
women. It was not unusual for informants to apply a combination of categories 
listed above to describe their gender positions. For instance, informants might 
describe themselves as females who prefer masculine dressing style and also 
females who are different from other women for they prefer women as lovers. 
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1. Female who floats among different gender categorizations 
Gene: I think I'm... still a girl, but not in the traditional way. I 'm kind of floating between the 
two genders. Sometimes I feel like being sportier, so I become more active and swing more to 
the guy's side. Other times I want to be quieter, as people would say, "more like a girl", then I 
behave accordingly. I don't want to be fixed in with any identity. I never want to be confined in 
any way. I'll skew to any side I please depending on the circumstances.' 
Ted: I'm still confused. It seems that I can never fit into any framework, be it a man or a 
woman's framework, TB or TBG's. I don't belong to any of those. It fluctuates depending on 
the people I hang around with. For example, last year I worked in an office where most of my 
colleagues were Tai Tais (married women) and lady-like girls. Naturally, my identity as a 
woman became stronger during that particular year.® 
Informants applying this categorization conceived gender as a continuum of 
., femininity and masculinity and they could flow along the continuum in response 
to different situations. Gene categorized herself at an always unfixed position 
along this continuum. Gender to her was an occasional choice. Ted could not 
situate herself in any existing gender frameworks, whether a heterosexual 
framework of man/woman or a queer framework of TB/TBG. Her gender position 
depended on the "group effect" of social interaction. And it was again occasional 
and unfixed. 
2. Female who is androgynous 




8 Ted ：依然有confusion，好像無論用哪個framework都不知道自己的位置應該在哪裡’男 
人女人的framework�TB/TBG的framework，自己好像樣樣都不是。是很浮動的’視乎那 
陣子我和哪些人一起’譬如去年我在office工作，都是太太小姐型的同事，好像那一年自 
己白勺identity as woman又會3虽一些° 
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Ding Dong: I think I'm androgynous. But...even being so... I think I have got more male 
qualities in me. That's how I would describe myself... Inside the androgyny, I'm more 
masculine. I 'm tougher relatively speaking. But I also have those very weak characteristics 
that people normally associate with girls ... I don't think I am as "boy-head" as those TBs, but 
I'm definitely not those girly girls you run into everyday. I am never like that. I seem to be 
somewhere between these two extremes ! � 
Mo: I think I'm actually a woman, a one-hundred per cent woman, an androgynous person. 
But physically I 'm a one-hundred per cent woman, also internally. It's just that my appearance 
is more masculine or like an androgynous woman... yet my inside is... I believe men can also 
be very gentle. Some men can be very motherly and they like to take care of other people. I 
think I 'm like that... I 'm actually not very TB. I don't think I 'm as mannish as most TBs 
because I won't put on a suit and tie. I'm not a man, so why bother with a tie? I find this too eye 
catching. I don't need to turn myself into a man. I won't talk rudely. I won't imitate man's 
behaviour. I 'm a very gentle person, at least on the outside. Inside I 'm very much like a mother 
sometimes. So, I'm not a pure TB! Also, I like to dress myself in a very androgynous style. I 
don't like dresses. Don't like very fancy stuff. I like checkers or plain colours. My clothes are 
very plain. Occasionally there are some colourful clothes but only Hawaiian shirts. Absolutely 
no red, pink or any such feminine colours. Nearly all my clothes are men's wear. No lace. Even 
men wear lace, but I won't. All my clothes are very androgynous, suitable for both man and 
- 10 woman. 
Grace: I dressed-myself in androgynous style quite intentionally even though I know I'm a girl. 
Put it this way, I know I'm not a guy, but I didn't like being a girl. I think it's around puberty 
















when I realized the troubles of being a girl. I didn't like being a girl, and I didn't feel like a guy. 
So I intentionally decided on the androgynous dressing style." 
Ding Dong, Mo and Grace are three of those informants who claimed their gender 
or gender style as androgynous (or "neutral sex" if translated literally of the 
Chinese term “中个生” used by the informants). Ding Dong defined her androgyny 
as being more masculine. The masculinity was shown in her character, which to 
her is tougher but also consists of attributes that are conventionally thought to be 
feminine. Mo also defined her androgyny as being more masculine. Yet her 
masculinity was displayed more through her choice of dressing style. Internally 
she described herself as a caring mother. She also related herself to those 
mother-like men and put herself into this male type. Mo's interpretation of gender 
was also significantly made through constant references to her dressing style. Her 
external choice of clothing was a demonstration of her boundary of identification. 
She wore androgynous style men's clothes but never wore men's suit and tie, 
which are thought to be an explicit imitation of male and run contrary to her inner 
identification as a woman. ^ ^ Grace described her androgyny also in terms of her 
dressing style. She kept naming her external dressing style that has been adopted 
by her from teenage years to late twenties as a "neutral style". Unlike Ding Dong 
and Mo, Grace did not relate her androgynous style to "masculinity". Rather, it 
was a deliberate attempt for her to reject the culturally assigned femininity on 





12 The relation between the clothed self and inner gender identification will be further explored in 
the next chapter. 
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negative reception of femininity in a pro-masculinity society and also to clear 
herself from any intention of male imitation as she always knew she was not a boy. 
3. Female who resists against the female gender role 
May: I'm a female because that's what I am biologically, but that's not how I prefer to describe 
myself if not for the convenience in our social system. Biologically, I relate to a female, so I 
will tell you that I 'm a female, but I think the most important thing is you make that choice to 
be yourself. Don't tell me you make certain choices because of your gender. I think you set 
your own barriers. Of course, there are things that are governed by your biological condition, 
such as bearing a child. But I think you can still consider other options in your everyday life. 
The question is just how much time and determination you have.'^ 
Kit: When I was a kid, I didn't understand. I reckon there were two kinds of people, "typical" 
girls and "typical" boys. I often felt that "typical" girls are not good, so I would rather be a 
boyish girl.''* 
»• 
For many informants, they were very aware of the unequal gender roles assigned 
to man and woman in patriarchal society. The inferiority of femininity and the 
restrictive female gender role contributed to their gender interpretations. They 
tended to undo the culturally supported and usually "naturalized" linkage of 
biological sex and social gender roles. May and Kit both accepted their biological 
sex as female, but they refused to play the assigned gender role of female, which to 
them is apparently an inferior role compared to the male role. While choosing the 
"neutral style" as her external presentation, in her early years Grace also refused 





I 4 K i t ：小時候不懂’以爲有一種叫做很typical的女孩子，一種叫做很typical的男孩子。妳 
覺得那種typical的女孩子是差的’那就做一個好像男孩子的女孩子。 
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the role requirements imposed on females such as being timid, gentle and passive. 
She defined herself during the early period of her "neutral style" years as a female 
who refused to be a female. She then deliberately picked up loosely fitted clothes 
to cover up her feminine body and made deliberate attempt to act against the 
prescribed female position. 
4. Female who is both masculine and feminine 
Gin: I don't think there's one identity that can encompass the whole of me. I 'm a Si-Nai and a 
Ma-Luck-Lo (scruffy middle-aged men) simultaneously. I 'm both man and woman. I have 
different identities at different times, in different places and with different people.'^ 
Some informants manipulated the binary gender categorizations by describing 
their genders in both categories. For example, Gin posited her present gender 
identification as both man and woman with qualities of both Ma-luck-lo and 
‘ Si-Nai, which are two popularly recognized labels for middle-aged man and 
woman respectively. Gin also conceived her gender identity as temporal and 
occasional (see category 1). To have both feminine and masculine qualities is 
mentioned by many other informants. When working ability were discussed, YY 
also described herself as a person who possessed both the advantages of female 
and male. She is physically-competent and also detail-minded, which are qualities 
culturally assigned to male and female respectively. 
5. Female who disregards gender as a sense-making category 
” G i n ：我覺得沒有一個身份可以涵蓋到我，我既是一個師奶，又是一個麻用倦，又是男人 
又是女人，不同時間、在不同地方、對著不同的人，我會有不同的身份。 
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Wai: Of course biologically I am a female, but socially I'm indifferent. I won't do any 
particular thing because I'm a girl. I just follow my heart. But I do mind people mistaking me 
for a guy simply because that's not true and they meant to be demeaning.'^ 
Kit: A woman! Maybe it is now a bit ambiguous. I don't intentionally differentiate the two and 
it's also very hard. Actually they're all illusions. Traditional men aren't that tough anyway. I 
believe I am brave and tough in my own way. I don't think these are necessarily male qualities. 
If we are talking about caring and detail-minded, I am that too, especially in recent years, that's 
why it is totally ambiguous. Now I have no idea what a "typical woman" is, I have gradually 
come to realize that there are many kinds of men and women. There is no such thing as a 
typical man or typical w o m a n " 
May: Of course there's a difference between man and woman, but not in terms of status and 
ability. Women have menstruation and different sexual features. I think the biological 
differences are obvious, but not psychological differences. I think many guys have 
characteristics that are usually associated with girls and vice versa... In the past I would think 
I was a boy-head and would describe myself as such. Now if people ask about my gender, it's 
simply female. Biologically it's female. Even if you say I 'm androgynous, I won't feel 
uncomfortable. Call me boy-head or manly woman is also OK with me. I don't care much 
• about gender. 18 
In this category, informants disregarded gender (culturally divided into two fixed 
pairs: woman/femininity and man/masculinity) as a necessary category for sense 
making or social interactions. Sex is merely a biological differentiation and there 
are no further elaborations of human quality and ability developed from this 
technical differentiation. Other gender differentiating categories such as gender 
I 6 W a i ：那生理上當然是女孩子啦’ socially是 indifferent囉，不會......因爲我是女孩子而做 
一些事情，隨心所欲，但又會介意別人以爲我是男孩子，因爲我實際上不是，而他們所講 
的是negative的。 
" K i t ：女人囉！我覺得現在是比較模糊的，我不是很刻意的去分，而且也不是很分得淸 
楚......其實都是假象，傳統男人也不是很剛強，那些tough呀，brave呀，我覺得自己也有， 
不覺得這些是男性的特徵。如果是caring或者細心，近年我發現原來我可以是一個很細心 
的人，很 d e t a i l的也可以 t a k e care ’所以好模糊。現在沒有了一個 typical的女人是怎樣的槪 
念，慢慢的認知男人跟女人真的有很多種，所以就沒有了一個男或女的典型。 






roles, gender attributes are conceived as ineffectual to one's social recognition. 
6. Female who loves women 
Ken: The difference between me and a guy is biological. Other than that, we are no different. 
However, the difference between me and a girl is mental; they like boys and I like girls.'' 
Ding Dong: Maybe society has molded you, making you believe that you have to be a guy if 
you love a woman. Otherwise you are not allowed to. Looking back, this is probably what I 
believed then (when I wanted to be a guy).2° 
Joe: I never see myself as a man. I regard myself as a woman, who happens to love women.^' 
Mo: I'm a woman, and woman is what I am. Only that I fall for women as well.22 
Sexual object choice was used by many lesbian-identified informants to define 
‘ their gender against straight women. As quoted above, it was common to describe 
their genders by saying "I'm a woman" and then followed by “I also love woman". 
Gender identity is paired up with sexual identity. Or in other words, they 
elaborated their gender identity by their sexuality. In the case of Ding Dong, she 
recalled that in her childhood and teenage years she wanted to be a boy since she 
thought only males were legitimate to love females. Her sexual preference, being 
regulated under the logic of heterosexuality, has become a constituent part for her 
gender identification. 
" K e n ：和男孩子是身體上的分別囉，現在都這樣認爲，其餘沒有甚麼分別。和女孩子是思 
想上的分別囉，思想上的分別是她喜歡男孩子，而我喜歡女孩子。 
20 Ding Dong ：可能這個社會告訴妳是這樣囉，所以如果妳要喜歡女孩子，妳一定要是個男 
孩子，如果不是就不可以囉。回頭看我估計以前（想做男孩子的時期）是這樣想。 
” J o e ：我不會當自己是男人，我會覺得我自己本身是個女性，只不過我喜歡的對象是女性 
而已。 
2 2 M o ：我是女人，就是女人，只不過我喜歡女人。 
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Both public labels and the self gender recognitions of the informants were 
formulated under the dominant frameworks of intelligibility. The binary 
frameworks of man and woman, femininity and masculinity, biological sex and 
social gender attributes, male and female gender roles were employed by the 
informants in self description of gender. Yet it is important to note that there were 
indeed some manipulations or re-significations of the old frameworks made by the 
informants in their self interpretations of gender. The following is an overall 
sum-up of the conceptualization by the informants of the existing categories of sex, 
gender, gender role and sexuality that are regarded as interlocking parts of one's 
gender identification, 
Sex: Refers to the unchangeable anatomical sex 
Gender: 1. Femininity and masculinity as two ends of a continuum 
‘ 2. Gender attributes are unnecessary points of reference for 
social recognition. 
Gender role: Does not relate to the anatomical sex 
Sexuality: Is a defining factor for gender identity and gender role 
While treating sex as a biological truth by all informants, their conceptualizations 
of the categories of gender and gender role and the relations to biological sex have 
given rise to more dynamic and flexible reassignments of sex, gender and gender 
roles. The relationships between biological sex and gender qualities and gender 
roles were viewed as changeable and revisable ones rather than any stabilized and 
unchangeable ones recognized by the general gender schema in local society. 
Some informants did not see femininity and masculinity as mutually exclusive and 
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distinct gender attributes, rather, they are a continuum of human qualities that can 
overlap and co-exist within the same body. And gender attributes are not 
necessarily critical tools for one to define her entire being or for others to 
recognize a person. The self recognitions of the informants were made through 
available cultural resources and gender categorizations, while at the same time, 
their self positionings were also accomplished by manipulations or relocations of 
the internal order of the dominant frameworks. 
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Chapter Six 
Accommodating Masculinities: Negotiations in Family and the 
Public 
Caterpillar: The annoying thing about Hong Kong people is that they are really old-fashioned. When 
you dress ambiguously and they can't figure out your gender right away, they will check you out from 
head to toe. Some would even gossip to their friend, "Is that a man or a woman?" right to your face. 
I feel that I have the right to use this public area just like anyone else.There is no reason to look me 
up like that. I despise these people."* 
Balance: I have a strong mind. I know what I want and I don't think there is anything wrong with it. 
What I do don't affect other people, so I don't need to change. I will only consider changing if what I 
do affect others. But I don't think this is the case.^ 
Jon: What do I feel in a dress? The feeling could be compared to asking your Dad to put on a new 
dress. This is the feeling.3 
Gender negotiations take place both internally with one's changing identifications 
and externally with other members in society. In this and the next chapters, I will 
examine several social sites and interactions that are significant to demonstrate the 
gender negotiations of the informants with different sources of social regulations. 
The gendered experiences of informants in everyday life and the ways they used to 
accommodate their masculinities during different social interactions in both 
private and public spaces will be the focus of this chapter and the one that follows. 
1 Caterpillar ：比較差的是香港人很老土，妳要是穿成一個分不淸男女的狀態，他們就會上 
下打量，有些還會講“你猜哪個是男還是女？ ”。我覺得我有權利跟你一起使用這個公衆 
地方’爲甚麼我要成爲一個被你評頭品足的物件呢？這些人我看不起。 
2 Balance ：我自己的mind很強’我知道自己想怎樣。我覺得我這樣做沒有問題，不會影響 
別人，我不會改。如果我這樣做會影響到別人或傷害人’我會考慮去改，但我不覺得會這 
樣。 
3 J o n ：穿裙子有甚麼感覺？譬如叫妳的爸爸去試穿一下一條新買的裙子，那個感覺是一樣 
的。 
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In this Chapter, the first part is the informants' experiences in dealing with their 
families in gender aspects during their early formative years and the second part is 
their experiences of coping with public gender mis-recognition. In the next chapter, 
I will go on to demonstrate the experiences of informants in different 
extra-familial social networks, and also in courting relationships and their 
interactions with mass media. 
Family 
Family is a major source of influence to most informants in early years for their 
perceptions on gender and choices of gender role and presentation. I will go into 
more detail of this aspect of influence and negotiation in this section. I will discuss 
- the relationship of the informants with their parents and siblings, parental gender 
interferences on gender behaviours, the issue of wearing dresses, the early desire 
of wanting to be a boy and finally the negotiations informants made to deal with 
familial interferences on their gender choices. 
Relationship with parents 
All informants lived with either or both of their parents for most of their childhood 
or teenage years. Most of them lived with both parents in their early years. There 
are only two cases in this project in which the fathers were away most of the time. 
Ha's father worked on a ship and was always absent in her pre-teenage years. Mo's 
father has left the family to work in another city when she was primary four and 
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since then she could only meet her father once every year. Eight of them said that 
they are closer with mother than father. Three were at some periods of time, mostly 
in early childhood, more attached to their fathers. And the rest did not have any 
preference for parental attachment. The closer attachment with mothers is most 
likely resulted from the prevalent pattern of gender division of labour of nuclear 
family in Hong Kong. Most informants have housewife mothers and breadwinner 
fathers. Only four of them have mothers who were engaged in full time wage 
labour after childbirth (two of them helped in the family business). Mother is 
always the parent to give up full time wage labour after childbirth and take up the 
role of a caretaker. Even working mothers are expected to spend more time with 
their children and be the major caretaker after work. Therefore, in this project, it is 
typical that most fathers were always absent from the family to work, and even 
when they were physically present, they were usually a detached figure to their 
daughters. 
Besides, most informants have never made either of their parents their role models 
of any kind. Only two of them mentioned that they took their mother and father as 
their role models. . 
YY: My Mom is my role model. I ask myself to do what she is capable of doing. She's a very 
capable woman, currently running the Buddhist monastery for her master. She handles every 
thing by herself no matter how big or small it is. Very impressive, indeed. She finds routine 
work very easy to handle. But dealing with people can be much harder. Especially in a 
religious community, social relationship is really complicated. Her interpersonal skill is very 
good and everyone around her is happy. I really think that she has done a great job and I want 
to do the same, 




Wai: I was very attached to my Dad when I was a kid. I followed him around and copied 
everything he did. The most typical case was his walking stride. I don't know why I imitated 
him at the time. I always wondered why my Mom never stopped me... especially the 
splayfoot! At mealtime, I ate whatever my Dad ate. My Dad loves me very much. My 
relatives always said that I resembled my Dad, and my sister resembled my Mom. They 
referred mainly to our looks. When I grew older, I wasn't so attached to my Dad anymore. 
Just like a typical teenager, I have become rebellious in my secondary school years. When I 
was a kid, I reckon my Dad as a very smart and respectable person. This is especially true 
when my Mom got sick. I witnessed a lot of things. My Dad quitted his job to take care of her. 
He is a very responsible man, and he loves his family. He is also a very tough man because 
every time when Mom got sick, it won't be a short time. It usually went on for a year!^ 
The closer attachment to mothers and the nearly total absence of paternal 
modeling effect of informants in this research are significant contrasts to Devor's 
research on gender blending women in North American society (Devor, 1989). In 
her research, fathers are usually important role models for many gender blending 
" informants in early years. Fathers in Devor's research seem to be the major models 
of masculinity to their daughters during early developing years. In my research, 
fathers are not particularly attached or admired parental figures. To some, they are 
even bad examples of masculinity or models in any other aspects. Gin recalled she 
despised the masculinity shown on her father and brother at the time she decided to 
become a TB in teenage years. 
Gin: I've never identified with my Dad and brother. They're too cheap. They're cheap men. I 
must have been imitating those Bennet Pang (a local male singer) look-alike TBs at the time? 
很好，可以讓每一個人都歡喜，這是我覺得她做得好的地方，而我也應該做的。 







6 G i n ：但我完全沒有 ident i fy爸爸和弟弟，他們太cheap 了，是cheap男人。我那時候應該 
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Fathers or male siblings in my research seemed not to be the major paradigm of 
masculinity for the informants. They tended to learn their favourite versions of 
masculinity from other aspects, such as male relatives, male singers or actors, male 
fictional characters in media or in some cases ideas of masculinity do not need to 
be leamt from males, instead mothers, female peers (such as other TB fellows in 
schools or queer women community) and female fictional characters in media 
(such as the archetype of Xia Nu，俠女，women knight) are also important sources 
of knowledge on masculinity and subject of identification to informants. This is an 
important revelation of the fact that masculinity and biological male are not 
necessarily a "natural" or inseparable combination. Female masculine 
identification does not necessarily involve any male figures, or in other words, 
biological males are not the sole carriers of culturally recognized masculinity, 
biological females are also important demonstrators or facilitators of masculinity. 
- Cases in my research show that there is no close association of identification with 
paternal figures and the choice of masculine gender presentation. Mother was 
always the most accessible parent to most informants in my research, and in some 
cases was the major facilitator or demonstrator of those culturally respected 
masculine values. Kit's mother has intentionally trained her daughters to be 
tougher girls and rejected those culturally disregarded feminine qualities that she 
termed as "girlie things". 
Kit: My Mom is a rather tough woman. I think this has affected me more or less. When I was 
a kid, I didn't appreciate those lacy dresses or patent leather shoes. I don't know whether I 
didn't like them or was it my Mom. She never bought me any of those clothes that are 
typically feminine. Naturally I would agree with her that girlie stuff was no good. There was 
都是向那些貌似彭健新（香港男歌星）類型的TB學習。 
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a distinction; girly stuff represents something inferior, something weaker, jumpy, and tended 
to agree more with boys' way, style and character. I seldom cry in front of other people, even 
now. My Mom made that very obvious in our everyday conversation, "Don't cry over trivial 
things" or "You're useless if you have to rely on a guy to get things done" etc.. When I was a 
kid, I met all my Mom's requirements! I never failed her!7 
Mothers can be effective "mentor" of masculinity during the early defining years 
or even throughout the lifetime of some informants. This is one of the most 
important findings in my research which shows that in everyday life of gender 
development, culturally recognized masculine qualities are not only demonstrated 
or passed down through male subjects. Female masculine identification is not 
necessarily associated with male identification in a biological sense. 
Parental interference on gender behaviours 
Usually parental gender training or intervention shows mainly in the aspects of 
external presentation and behaviours of the informants. The intervention is usually 
most prominent in childhood and teenage years. Over half of the families of the 
informants did not play any active roles in their daughters' way of dressing, length 
of hair and behaviours in .their early years. For most of the informants, the parental 
interventions were always mild and usually about messages of proper dressing 
style and how to behave as a socially acceptable woman. The most common 
parental gender intervention the informants first encountered in their life was the 








issue of wearing dresses. The struggle of refusing to wear a dress could start as 
early as kindergarten years. More discussion of the dress issue will be provided in 
a later section. Usually during adolescence more restrictions and severe control 
would be imposed by parents on their daughters. Together with the physical 
changes resulted from puberty, there is usually an increase in mobility restriction 
on girls in their early teen years and they are requested to behave properly 
according to the standard of femininity accepted in society. Many informants in 
early teen years have been demanded by their parents to behave more like a 
woman. Those imposed behaviour codes included sitting -properly, walking 
properly, speaking gently, and the stricter regulation (or even prohibition) of going 
out at night or spending the night outside home. 
There are also a few cases of active and even violent intervention by parents on 
their daughters' gender presentation. Balance has been violently interfered by her 
father on her gender style since very early years of childhood. 
Balance: Ours is a traditional family and my Dad rules. He likes those Daddy's girls who are 
gentle and very attached. Too bad for him, I wasn't like that at all. I figure this might be the 
reason he beat me up all the time. I could't do what he wanted me to, so he beat me. I don't 
really mind. He was never pleased that I resemble him. He thinks it's not right that I 'm so 
much like him. He always complains that my clothes are not proper and they don't fit me. But 
I don't feel the same way, especially after I started working. What's considered improper 
anyway? If improper means wearing torn clothes, dyeing hair in shocking colours or bizarre 
hairstyle, I 'm none of that. I always dress nicely and neatly, nobody would point their fingers 
and call me bad. I just dress more like a guy, that's all.^ 








In some cases, active parental intervention can be directed to the reinforcement of 
masculine identification of the informants. Ding Dong's parents did not play an 
active role in her early years to socialize her into a feminine child. Instead she 
recalled her father has bought her boy's outfits and both of her parents seemed to 
be indifferent to the remarks by relatives on the excess masculinity on their 
daughter. 
Ding Dong: They have no expectation of how I should behave as a girl. My Mom didn't and 
neither did my father. He never disagreed with me... I remember when I was a kid, my father 
bought me a boy's suit. It occurs to me that he has never bought me anything very girlish... 
Both my parents have never done that. I can't remember if it's my idea or theirs. You 
reminded me of one thing; they never bought me any girl's outfit. Among the photos I took at 
age three or four, I did wear some dresses, but there were only two of them. Nobody thought 
it was strange. Maybe that's why I have always been a boy-head. I am not sure. But my 
- upbringing may have affected me. To me, allowing something is a way of encouraging it; 
because not prohibiting means allowing and allowing equals encouraging. I never disagree 
with that. I quite like it.^ 
Ding Dong interpreted her parents' active involvement in presenting her in boy's 
outfits as an encouragement of her masculinity. YY's parents have actively trained 
her to be a tough and gender neutral girl since kindergarten years out of religious 
reason. YY has shown her intention to be a Buddhist nun in her early childhood 
and since then her parents have actively engaged in training her to meet the 
demands of the chosen career. The training has started very early since YY's 
後有人會說我壞，只不過我比較男孩子而已。 





仔頭’我也不知道是不是因爲......就是這樣brought y o u u p �我覺得容許就變成一種鼓勵， 
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kindergarten years. It involves both the training of her internal mind and the 
transformation of her external style. Together with the expectation of being 
tougher, YY has been consciously trained not to behave too delicately or fragilely 
and not to spend too much time on external beauty, which are usually thought to be 
the gender qualities and practices of women. 
YY: They used to at the beginning. Dad and Mom would dress me in girl's style. But 
gradually they think differently. They have very high expectations of me. Ever since they 
have decided that I will inherit (the religious career), clothes is not that important anymore. 
They want to pass on their work to me, therefore I can't be too girlish and effeminate. They 
felt that I am going to inherit something very big...the Buddhist family heritage, which is 
very important to all living beings. It's a career and I can't be delicate and weak. Gradually 
they started training me and cropped my hair to a crew cut. I was very young at that time, 
probably not even in Primary One yet. 
They believe girls are effeminate and spend too much time on their appearance and make up. 
.. They reckon that's a waste of time. Besides, according to our religious teaching, appearance 
is not important, man or woman is of no concern, and simplicity is the best. Short hair is 
, easier to manage. As for clothing, as I have grown bigger, woman's sizes no longer fit me, so 
I buy men's clothes. 
They didn't want me to cry and started training me in kindergarten. For example when I hurt 
my finger, I was not allowed to shed a tear. And I was never allowed to throw a temper in 
public. They had a funny quotation, "Only show your emotion in the bathroom", because that 
would affect no one when you are alone in the bathroom. You can say that I have become a 
very reserved person. I live up to their expectations and hide away when I need to cry.'® 
否阻止就變成一種容許，容許就變成鼓勵囉！我沒有反抗，我是喜歡的。 













Kit's mother played a prominent role in her masculine identification in early years. 
Like YY's parents, Kit's parents also expected her to become a tough girl. 
Kit: To daughters, my parents think being a traditional woman is a disadvantage. You'll be 
bullied. So they expect me to be a tougher girl. My elder and younger sisters are also 
influenced by the same concept. Comparatively they're all not those delicate and feminine 
types" 
For parental intervention on gender style and behaviours of informants in early 
years, mothers seem to play a more dominant and visible role than fathers. In cases 
where gender training or interferences in any kind exist, mother is always the one 
to carry out the commands. There is only one case of active involvement of father 
in daughter's gender presentation (Balance). For the rest, fathers were usually a 
“ less important and uninvolved figure in their daughters' gender training. This can 
be due to the fact that fathers in this research were always away from home during 
the early developing years of the informants. And also on gender-related issues of 
their daughters, fathers are usually more silent than mothers due to the sex 
difference. Yet it is also evident in my research that father can be a strict and 
visible executor of female child's gender training or punishment. For instance in 
Balance's experience or other milder cases reported by the informants, fathers can 
be much stricter upholders of culturally accepted femininity than most mothers. 
Their expectation of a feminine daughter can be keener than any female family 
members even though they are usually assumed to be the gender trainers of 
younger female family members. 
內歛，我可以符合他們的要求，就躲起來哭囉！ 
“Ki t ：對女兒，我父母覺得做傳統的女性會沒好處，會被人欺負，所以就很想我做一個堅 
強一點的女孩子。我姊姊和兩個妹妹都蠻受影響的，都相對來說不是那些很嬌柔的女孩子。 
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In my research, no informants reported any violent gender punishment by their 
mothers, such as in physical ways. And parents usually retreat from playing any 
active role in their daughters' gender development after teenage years or after 
years' of struggle on the matter with their daughters. In most cases of this research, 
parental regulations on gender aspects of their daughters are not as prominent and 
insistent as their regulations on other aspects such as academic performance and 
physical well being. Interventions and resistances are always most prevalent in the 
aspect of wearing dresses, which I will have more detailed discussion in a later 
section. 
Want to be a boy 
Seven informants mentioned in the interviews that they have wanted to be boys. 
The idea could persist throughout primary and secondary school years or even into 
adulthood. Usually they seldom told their parents about this intention in childhood 
or early teenage years. .Many told me they would dress themselves in more 
androgynous or masculine outfits or void feminine behaviours and gender role. 
The reasons of wanting to be boys are varied. They include the desire to be like 
their fathers, the cultural superiority of masculinity and manhood, the preference 
of male child by parents, the vulnerability and inferiority of female bodies, the 
desire to love women and the frustration of playing the role of a feminine woman 
in heterosexual relationship. Most informants have seized to wanting to be males 
at the time of their interviews. Many of them stopped the idea in late teen years or 
early adulthood. Two of them have recalled that there was a time when they have 
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considered to change their sex by operation. But both of them did not have any 
further action besides very initial consideration. One of them still wanted to be a 
man at the time of the interview. 
Wai saw her father as a role model in her pre-teenage years and would follow 
everything after her father at that time. Her desire to be a boy was also partly 
related to her mother's frequent telling of the pregnancy story about her. She was 
told from time to time that she was very naughty and always tumbled over inside 
her mother and hence she was expected to be a male baby. And her mother would 
joke to her that she was treating her as a son. Wai could not recall why she has 
wanted to be a boy in early years but it is sure that her father has become her model 
of learning. In a later brief follow-up interview via Internet instant messenger, Wai 
recalled one more incident during the period she wanted to be a boy. 
. Wai: I read a news story about a hermaphrodite who eventually turned to a man when I was 
young. At that time, I really wanted to be this guy. I wished that I would suddenly have a 
penis one day! But this kind of mentality was gone. I am not really attracted to men's 
bodies. Nor am I eager to have a male body. Specifically, to be a man or a woman sounds 
quite indifferent to me now. (Original quote in English) 
Wai has stopped to follow after her father since early teens and since then she did 
not attach to her father as much as she did in younger years. Gender identification 
to her at the time of the interview is no longer a significant issue in her everyday 
life. 
The cultural superiority of masculine qualities is a common reason why many 
informants wanted to be males or why others denied feminine qualities. The 
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stereotypical association of masculine qualities with biological maleness has led 
many informants into the idea of wanting to be boys. Kit used to identify herself as 
boys before puberty. She was influenced by her mother's preference of those 
culturally recognized masculine qualities and also she has been aware of the 
gender inequality in local society at a very young age. 
Kit: When I was in Primary 1 or 2,1 really wanted to be a boy, then I realized a girl can never 
be a boy. I have always wanted to be a boy, and I tended to identify more with them and 
considered girls are inferior. When I reached puberty, I can no longer deny that I was a girl. 
When I think of reincarnation, I hope I will be a man in my next life. This is because the 
social status of women is lower than men, and women are still the less-privileged in many 
places. If I ever bear a child, I would like to have a boy for the same reason. 
I supposed my reasoning is not entirely adapted from my Mom. Even in our culture, boys are 
conceived as better, smarter and less troublesome. I really hate people cry for little things or 
claim they are sick or dizzy all the time. I was quite "perversive" in a sense that I wanted to 
‘ be a boy-head who is even better than the real boy! I was quite complex at that time. I felt that 
girls are really troublesome, they sucked. But I was not a boy, so if I want to be any good, I 
have to be better than them. Basically I demonstrated this in my study. When I was a kid, I 
wanted to run faster than them. 
Now I don't think any qualities are assoicated to a specific gender. However, being objective, 
men's social status is still better than women's, depends on the places they live. I am very 
comfortable of being a woman nowadays. I don't desire to be a man any more. 














May's male identification in early years was mostly a reaction to her mother's 
unequal treatment to her and her younger brother, who is the second male child of 
her family. Her mother was eager to have another son after May's elder brother 
was bom. Her younger brother was bom after four girls. She was always expected 
to be the one who makes concession in any fight over resources with her younger 
brother. The strong message of male privilege she received from her family has 
deeply affected her early understanding of gender. 
May: I was more into boy's things. More or less there's some influence. I always tried to 
imitate what they do. There's something about my family background as well. They favour 
boys, so it is quite natural...! was upset with my parents' determination to have a son. My 
Mom was very obvious on this. She always likes her son better. My baby brother was three 
years younger than I and my elder sister was five year older. So I used to play with my 
brother more when we were kids. You know how children have fights and arguments all the 
time and my Mom always favoured my brother. He was always right and I always had to 
• appease. I was very angry. If boys are entitled to all these privileges, so ami! So I do things 
just like any boy. If all you ask for is a boy, I will show you I can be just like any boy! I think 
I can do any thing as good as any boy and you should love me the same. When I look at Hong 
Kong now, I think the situation has improved a little bit. Twenty years ago, men obviously 
had better status and they were more valued, so I wanted to be more like a boy back then. The 
media also demean women and portray them as emotional, useless and cry very easily. I 
didn't want to like that, so I became more boyish. I think this went on from my primary 
school years to matriculate years. That was what I thought then. I didn't want people to feel 
that I am too girlish, now I can accept it. Girls are OK now, I will always be me anyway.'^ 
再濯往做一個男人了。 














Preference of male child is not uncommon in other informants' families. Gin has 
been repeatedly told by the amah who took care of her and her younger brother in 
childhood that girls are something "cheap" and boys are of higher value. The amah 
paid much more attention to her younger brother while just treated Gin as her 
secondary duty. The amah has spoiled her brother and the unequal treatment has 
caused Gin to be in constant competition with her brother. That amah left the 
family when Gin was twelve years old. Yet to Gin, the negative effect was already 
rooted in her mind. She has realized the inferior status of women and the different 
treatment and freedom of men. She did not relate her later identification as a TB in 
her early teen years with the negative experience of the amah. But the realization 
of male privilege in her pre-teen years and her deliberate attempt to play the 
masculine role in later years are likely to have some connections. In early 
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secondary school years, Gin has been inspired by the TB tradition in her all-girl 
- school. She has almost transformed into a TB overnight. She asked her mother to 
cut her hair and dressed herself in check shirt and jeans. 
Gin: In the past, in my understanding, TBs were those girls who want to be boys. Not 
necessary about sex change operation. At that time I always got excited when I spotted any 
news of women undergoing sex change operation on newspaper. I would cut it down and 
keep the clipping. I also started to gain weight in that period. I was dumb, slow and didn't do 
well in school. I was a second rated TB. But at least, I was a TB and the status of TB was 
better than the other because we were special. After I turned into a TB, I felt better about 
myself and had more confidence. I thought I can have a say in my life. It was like I came out 
from the dark and finally there's light in my life. I made my TB identity known to the others 
by my body language. I imitated boys and talked tough. I was changed overnight but people 
accepted me right away. I picked up the TB language and stuff very quickly. I would say, "We 
are brothers" and "You girls". It was also a swift decision. I thought it was time to be a guy. 
孩子’到現在我可以接受了 ’女孩子就女孩子囉’反正我始終是我。 
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TB is tough and decisive, these were the qualities I lack.''^ 
TB is the masculine gender of females. Gin's transformation into TB and the 
elevation of her status in peer group were dramatic and she described at that time 
she was playing the role of TB and it was like an experience of playing drama. 
After the transformation, she found herself suddenly at the centre of the spotlight. 
The theatricality of her TB role playing implies that she has made a conscious 
decision to pick up a new gender and played the role for years. During the years, 
she has avoided to wear dresses other than the school uniform and at school, she 
played the masculine gender role when interacting with other girl classmates, 
adopted masculine mannerism and grouped with other TB buddies. She has 
experienced the first gender mistake in public during this period. The TB role to 
Gin seemed to be something that could be taken on and off as planned. She 
decided to leave the role after three years when she entered the senior year of 
secondary school. 
Gin: I have been TB for three years. At Form 4 I gradually changed back to a woman. I didn't 
feel I got a lot and didn't feel encouraged to continue the role. Also I felt it's part of growing 
up. It's the usual way. You have to be a woman again. Therefore it's a self-fulfilled prophecy. 
At Form 5 I felt I was a grown-up and have to shift back to be a girl and date boys. At that 
time I tried hard to encourage myself to like those male stars. I had my hair back to longer 
length. The process was very natural. At least I made myself to believe this way. I couldn't 
find any reason to go on. It's meaningless to go on playing a fake boy. But I still didn't wear 
dresses. It's after my high school graduation. I felt I was really a grown-up at that time. 
There's the graduate dinner. Everyone has to wear a dress. It's a rite of passage. I felt like I 
' ' G i n ：我當時理解TB是一些想做男孩子的女孩子’當然不是要去變性’但那時當我看到 
報紙上有女孩子變性做男性的新聞，我會很興奮’會剪下來收藏。那時開始肥，又笨’反 
應又慢’成績又不好’總之是三流的TB ’但也好’也算是TB，TB地位總是高些’因爲是 
T B ’所以特別些。轉變後自我感覺好了很多，比較有自信’覺得可以掌握自己药命運’由 
完全沒有光照到到忽然有些光照到妳’就是因爲我用我的body language告訴別人我現在是 
一個TB。就是模仿男孩子，講話很大聲粗魯’是一夜之間轉變的，其他人又能接受。轉了 
做 T B之後會很快 p i c k u p ’會說“我們兄弟"’ “妳們女人”。決定做TB也是很快的，忽 
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finally got back to be a woman when I put on the dress again. I have done what I was obliged 
to do. But I felt restricted. I mistook at that time that to be a girl you have to drawing back. It's 
restrictive. Therefore I didn't feel very bad. But physically it's very bad. It's very insecure.'^ 
Gin ended the play of TB also by a conscious choice. The transformation was 
shown on her external style and the obligation she felt to date the opposite sex. 
Sexuality or sexual object choice and gender identification are interlocking 
variables to some informants in this research. To some, the desire to be boys in 
younger years is resulted from the realization of the fact that they were attracted to 
girls, while the decision to leave the masculine role is usually accompanied by the 
intention to have heterosexual relationships. Ding Dong recalled the reasoning of 
wanting to be a boy in early years was that at that time she believed she has to be a 
boy if she wanted to love girls. 
Ding Dong: I have wished I were a boy. I didn't have anything in mind about age one to six. 
All I can recall now is the time of Primary 3. I remember I liked girl classmates more. I 
wanted to be a boy because I felt more comfortable to be with girls. I wanted to protect 
them... I don't know. They're two points just come to my mind at the moment. Perhaps it's 
all society tells you. If you want to like girls, you have to be a boy. Otherwise you can't. I 
guess it's this way when looking back. Now I won't have such thought... I have come to 
accept myself more over the years. Also, Buddhism has some effects on me. I tend to be more 











I 6 Ding Dong ：我希望自己是男孩子，我一到六歲完全沒有印象，稍爲有印象就已經是小學 
三年級左右’我記得我比較喜歡女同學囉。喜歡做男孩子因爲我覺得跟女孩子一起舒服’ 




The dominant heterosexual discourse defines the pairing of biological male and 
female as the only legitimate and "natural" version of human sexuality. The effect 
of this discourse is profound. It sets the paradigm for culturally acceptable or 
recognizable versions of sexuality. It is not only effective in the domain of 
heterosexuality. Instead its effect and defining power are also evident in 
non-heterosexual discourses. Ding Dong and a few other informants have been 
influenced by this heterosexual paradigm and have been led to the idea of wanting 
to be males so as to obtain a more socially legitimate and recognized position to 
love women. In the case of Mo, she has undergone prolonged struggles of gender 
role and gender identity. She was frustrated by the feminine gender role she felt 
obliged to play in heterosexual relationship. The changes of sexual object choice 
over the years have made her very frustrated of her gender identity and the gender 
role she should play. 
Mo: My identity has been very mixed. I wanted to wear dresses but not sure if I really wanted. 
I went with my sister to the tailor's. To make dress! I started to be attracted to the opposite 
sex. Until I found that man was impossible. I changed to trousers again. On and off I have 
changed for several times from Form 1 to twenty-seven or twenty-eight. Whether to wear 
dresses or not, to be a boy or a girl... Until I didn't have any struggle. I put them all away. 
Forget it. I stop to consider men. It's closed. I won't be bothered again. Should I be a woman 
or a man? What did I really want? I really wanted to be a girl who's lovable. A girl loved by 
men. But I found it's uncomfortable. It's really hard. You have to be in a very very feminine 
style when you're dating a man. But I found it really hard to bear. Then just forget it. In the 
aspects of sex role and identity, I've struggled for long time. I didn't know how to resolve. I 
would imagine how could I wear make-up? How could I wear a dress and hold hands with 
him? I don't need to be protected. I 'm quite tough. I should be the one to protect him! It's 
disgusting and uncomfortable. Even now people open door for me I will still be uneasy. 
Instead I like to open door for people. Or if there's someone holding heavy stuff, I will offer 
還有’當然佛教對我都有影響，就是自己對現狀接受多了。 
136 
to give help. I will play the male role very actively.'^ 
Before Mo has -played the role of a protective elder brother to her childhood 
playmates in the neighbourhood. At early teenage years, she realized she did not 
like to be a girl but liked very much to play the role of a protective brother. At the 
same time, she started to avoid wearing dresses. 
Mo: I was very unconfldent of myself at that time. I was not any prettier than my sisters nor 
any smarter than my brothers. What was I supposed to be? I didn't know if I should purely be 
a girl or be a boy-head. But I felt I have to protect those who're weaker. I didn't like people 
bullying others. In my mind women were weaker. Perhaps it's because I was bullied when I 
was younger, by a stranger, who did something bad on my body. That is a very serious harm 
to me. It affects me quite a lot/8 
Mo was torn between the roles of a feminine woman and a masculine woman or 
even a man. The standard of culturally defined femininity frustrated her since she 
found herself lacked the feminine beauty that is valued on women. And she was 
also hesitating to involve herself in a heterosexual relationship since she was never 
comfortable to take up the expected feminine gender role. In addition, she 
understood woman as the weaker sex in younger years. The vulnerability of 
" M o ：曾經我的identity是很mix的’我想穿裙子又不想穿，我跟姊姊去做衣服，是做裙 
















female body made her even more difficult to accept her own body. She made a 
similar remark as Kit in the interviews. Both of them said that they would prefer to 
be men in their next lives if there were a choice. For Kit, the inequality of the 
social status of woman and man in many cultures was her reason to want to be a 
man. While for Mo, it was the physical vulnerability of women and comparatively 
the higher physical capability of men and the harsher cultural expectations on 
women that led her to make the remark. 
The vulnerability of female body was also stressed by Ken when she talked about 
her intention to be a man. She realized very early that girls are always bullied. She 
has been bullied in her childhood. Therefore she understood that being a male is 
more advantageous and one would be more able to protect oneself. 
Ken: I've been aware of to be a boy is better since I was very young. Won't be bullied. Boys 
can do a lot of things that girls can't... going out or camping, no problem! I can't help that 
‘ I 'm a woman... Maybe I can imitate boys. As far as I can remember it started at Primary 5 or 
6. I feel to be a boy is better than a girl. There's more freedom. I still think to be a male is 
better. You can do everything. Women are always restricted. Even speaking dirty language, 
it's different for a woman and a man. Now I still consider being a man is better. There's 
something no one can help. It's done. I can't help it. So just let it be and be happy. 
The desire of wanting to be male usually ends when the informants were more 
adapted to their female bodies and easier to resolve the conflict of external 
expectation and personal identification over time. At the time the interview took 
place Ken is the only case in this research who still wanted to be a male if there is 






a possible way. For other informants who have ever had male identification in 
early years, the reasons of change to not wanting to be a man include being no 
longer seeing gender as a necessary identifying category or being able to find 
themselves a more comfortable gender position. It is usually the result of personal 
experiences that makes the change while in a few cases, the change is brought 
about gradually by some other external discourses. Such as Ding Dong has been 
more receptive to her female gender partly with the help of the religious doctrine 
of Buddhism, and Kit came to have a more fluid understanding of gender from the 
study of feminism. She gradually dismissed the rigid differentiation of typical 
boy's qualities and typical girl's qualities that she has believed and the new 
understanding has allowed her to appreciate different qualities on people without 
any imposed stereotypical valorization. 
Wearing dresses 
All informants in this research have experienced period of refusing to wear dresses. 
At the time of the interview, only three informants told me they would wear dress 
voluntarily in everyday life. A few said that they would wear dresses only if it is 
demanded at work or for formality in certain occasions. Over half of the 
informants said they would not wear dresses as far as possible in any occasions at 
present. It is a significant commonality in this research that all informants have 
either expressed explicitly their intention of not wearing dresses or been reluctant 
to wear dresses in childhood or teenage years. Most of them have refused to wear 
dresses in younger years and at the time of the interview, many of them still kept 
可以決定得了的，已經是這樣子的了，也是沒辦法的’就盡量讓自己開心囉。 
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this childhood preference. 
Dresses are popularly regarded as the external gender marker for females. After 
the westernization of everyday clothing in many non-westem societies, western 
style dress has become a widely recognizable sign of femininity. In local society, 
there is a visible differentiation of gender on children's fashion. Gender of children 
is usually signified through the colour (e.g., blue for boys and red for girls), pattern 
(e.g., check for boys and floral for girls) and style (e.g., trousers for boys and 
dresses for girls) of clothes. Dresses are one of the most distinguishable gender 
markers of femininity since trousers have become a unisex fashion for children 
and adults nowadays in local society while dresses are still restrictively limited to 
women. They have become the most visible and intelligible feminine sign and it is 
culturally accepted only on female body (at least it is the case in public areas). 
There is dense cultural valorization of the sign of dress. It externalizes the 
biological sex of women and differentiates visibly the two culturally recognizable 
genders from each other. Also, lots of cultural expectations of proper femininity 
have been expressed through the dress sign. The carriers of this sign are expected 
to fulfill a set of behaviour codes of proper femininity so as to complete the 
symbolic function of this gender sign. Those behaviour codes include many 
physical restrictions or mannerisms on the female users, such as proper width and 
pace of stride, proper sitting position and proper adjustments of other parts of the 
body. Therefore to wear a dress is never an isolated act of picking out any piece of 
clothes from the wardrobe, it is rather a deeply valorized act with identifying 
effects and body regulatory consequences. To refuse to associate with this sign can 
be an act of rejecting the appended identification and regulations. To opt for 
trousers also does not imply that one is opting for another culturally recognizable 
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gender. For given the valorization of the two signs in local society, trousers and 
dresses are not mutually exclusive (or oppositely definable) signs equated to the 
two opposite genders in heterosexual discourse. While dresses are widely accepted 
as the sign of biological femaleness，trousers are not granted the same exclusive 
gender implication. The sign of trousers is not exclusively reserved for biological 
male. It has become a rather unisex sign that carries less and less gender 
implications nowadays in local society. Therefore the resistance of dress can be an 
act to reject the conventional definitions of femininity and the compulsory 
regulations imposed on female bodies by dominant gender discourse. 
In the paragraphs that follow, I will explore more on the experiences of the 
informants with dresses in their younger years and their respective interpretations 
of the act of rejection. 
Many informants recalled that they made the first rejection of wearing dresses 
during primary school years or during puberty. Some did not make a total rejection 
but were reluctant to wear dresses in younger years. A few have undergone 
changes of external style over the years and have swung between the choices of 
dresses and trousers. For some, whether to wear a dress or not could be a bitter 
struggle with parents in their younger years. Many were punished by their parents 
for their refusal to wear dresses. Jon recalled that she has been prohibited from 
going out by her mother. She stopped to wear dresses (except school uniform) in 
primary school years. Gene was also demanded by her parents to wear dresses if 
she wanted to be brought out to banquets during childhood. In her early teenage 
years she refused to go to any banquets with her parents if she had to put on a dress. 
Many parents did not punish their daughters severely or physically for their refusal 
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to wear dresses. Balance was the only case in this research that has reported 
physical punishment for this issue. She remembered that she has not worn any 
dress since age six. To achieve this aim, she was physically punished by her father 
and was prohibited from going out with the family. The reasons parents requested 
their female child to wear dresses usually include the idea that it is the dressing 
style female child ought to have or girls ought to be dressed in more feminine 
styles. They were usually more eager to demand their daughters to wear dresses 
for public occasions such as wedding banquets of relatives or family friends or 
significant family events such as wedding anniversaries of parents, birthday dinner 
of senior family members. This implies the popular cultural practice of seeing 
dresses as a sign of formality for women. In formal occasions the conventional 
dress code of gender is usually more restrictively followed. Also, the "readability" 
or proper expression of one's biological sex is essential information for group 
interaction in public occasions. Confusion or mistake of the gender of any member 
would lead to big embarrassment and frustration during social interaction since 
gender is a most visible and prominent factor for social members to adjust 
themselves to the "proper" style of communication. Besides public occasions, 
informants in this research were less restricted by their parents in the aspect of 
external style. And usually, they would have more autonomy on the choice of 
clothes during adolescence or after years of struggle over the dress issue with their 
parents. 
The most frequently reported reasons for informants not to wear dresses in 
younger years are the functional restrictions of dresses, the physical insecurity 
when wearing them, and simply personal dislike without any cause. Other reported 
reasons include rebellious against conventional requirements on women, being not 
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so distinguishable at play with boys, being discouraged by others in different ways 
when they were in dresses, and the choice of sexual object. 
The functional restrictions of dresses are shared by many informants especially 
since most of them liked to be involved in plays that require a lot of physical 
movements. They would be required to restrict their scope of movement when 
they were in dresses. Gene was particularly resistant to the imposition of restricted 
movement when she was in a dress. 
Gene: From past to present, I never like wearing a dress. Because when you are actively 
moving around, people will come to you and say, "You are exposing your parity!" But to me, 
that means nothing. No one is harassing me, why are you limiting my movement? I felt very 
offended and it was very inconvenient. I used to climb up and down. Even in kindergarten 
they have those things on the playground for you to climb. They often claimed that I was 
exposing my panty, but I kept on climbing. I would climb as high as I want to. How can you 
stop me from climbing simply because I was wearing a dress?!® 
Caterpillar also mentioned that she felt more restricted physically when she was in 
a dress. It would confine her movement as she has to be much more careful when 
she was in a dress. Joe has not worn dresses since a very early age. Apart from the 
impediment of movement, she also avoids wearing dresses because of the physical 
insecurity. 
Joe: Wearing trousers is more convenient. At that time I liked to play at the park. It's so great 
to slide down the sliding board in trousers! It's uncomfortable in dress. You can't have a 







home is not OK. It's much better even in shorts. It's all about comfort. It's not about you are 
more like a female when you're in dress... No. It's physical discomfort, and the feeling of 
restricted movement? i 
Grace has decided not to wear dresses when she found those female sexual signs 
were visible on her body during puberty. She was frequently harassed by male 
strangers on the street after the change of her body shape. Refusing to wear dresses 
was a deliberate choice made by her in early teenage years to avoid those 
unwanted harassments and also it was a rebellious act of resisting the dominant 
expectations of society on women. 
Grace: I guess it should have been the time when those sexual signs began to show up. I felt 
girls are really troublesome. I didn't like to be a girl but I didn't feel I 'm a boy. Therefore I 
came to opt for this androgynous style. It's done intentionally. I would wear dresses when I 
was younger. But after I had this awareness, I didn't wear dresses any more. It's sort of 
• during secondary school years. I thought girls are very troublesome. I didn't like the way 
girls are always harassed. So I put on this androgynous style by purpose. Also I would choose 
those loosely fit clothes, short hair and avoid dresses. It should be I wouldn't wear any dress 
beside school uniform. I also questioned why girls have to wear dresses to school. I guess it's 
the rebellious teenage years. I would try out those things you're told not to do.^ ^ 
This rebellion of not wearing dresses and hence its signified version of femininity 
is also evident in other informants who have ever regarded woman as the weaker 
sex in their younger years. May has refused to wear dresses in primary school. She 












tended to identify more with boys at that time and the rejection was also her 
rebellion to the compulsory dress code on women. Kit has been resistant to 
femininity and also tended to identify more with males. In her younger years, a 
dress was something for big events. It was a formal costume for important family 
activities. In everyday life, her mother seldom bought her dresses. She was 
affected by her mother and had little interest in dresses in her childhood and the 
practice has persisted into her early adulthood. 
The choice of external style as discussed earlier in Mo's case, can be affected by 
the factor of one's sexual object choice. Mo has been shifted between the choices 
of wearing dresses and trousers over the years during her struggle to engage in 
heterosexual or homosexual relationships. Gin avoided wearing dresses after she 
made up her mind to be a TB in her junior secondary school years and she put on 
dresses again in early adulthood for the purpose of attracting men. Ken's decision 
‘ of not wearing dresses was also associated with the realization of her sexuality in 
primary school years. Before she realized that she was attracted to women, she did 
not mind to wear dresses. The sign of dresses seems to be understood by some 
informants as an important marker of femininity that is essential in conventional 
heterosexual relationships. 
For some informants, the decision of not wearing dress is induced by external 
factors. Ted has refused to wear a dress since she was about five years old. Later 
she was further discouraged to wear dresses when she found she was always 
greeted by unfriendly gazes in public when she was in school dress in teenage 
years. She interpreted this reaction from strangers as a result of the "mis-match" of 
her upper body which included short hair and angular facial features and her lower 
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body which was in a dress. She was discouraged by those gazes and hence has 
tried to minimize the time wear her uniform outside school. Balance was also 
discouraged to wear dresses by peer groups. She recalled that there was an 
occasion in her early teens when she has to wear the black dress uniform to 
perform with other band members. It was her first time to appear in from of other 
members in a dress. She has made a scene when she appeared in that black dress. 
Her band members greeted her with loud laugh and she was deeply embarrassed. 
Since then she refused to wear that dress again and instead put on the male uniform 
for performances. In her childhood, she was also embarrassed and mocked at by 
other people when she was in a dress. 
Balance: At that time, my reason was because of the inconvenience caused by wearing a 
dress. I often played with my cousins and we would play soccer or chasing car. How could I 
do that in a dress? I remember very clearly that people liked to tease me all the time, and they 
gave me names like "boy- head", "cow-like girl". I was just a kid so these kinds of comment 
really hurt me. Then I thought, if I didn't wear any dress, people wouldn't know I was a girl 
and they wouldn't call me boy-head. That's a kid's rationale. Now I recall I have never give a 
lot of thinking on why I gave up dresses. Maybe it's the inconveniency. Even today, I still 
think wearing a dress is not convenient.^^ 
As a result of those public discouragements, Balance was less confident in a dress 
and her sense of self was also hampered. Whereas when she was in a pair of 
trousers, she would feel more confident and the sense of self would be stronger. 
Family to many informants is the most important source of gender knowledge and 






learning in younger years. At the same time it is a site where the earliest gender 
negotiations take place and the very first pressure of social conformity are felt by 
the informants. Family gender interferences are usually exerted through parents. 
Mothers are more frequently the distributor of gender regulations to their 
daughters. Parental interferences are in most cases in this research repressive in 
nature, which means informants were mostly discouraged by their parents to have 
masculine behaviours or dressing styles. While there are also a few cases in which 
informants were encouraged by their parents to have masculine identifications in 
early years. 
For those repressive cases, the negotiations of informants include complete 
resistance, occasional concession and the adoption of socially acceptable 
justification for their chosen gender presentation. Ken has coped with her family 
on gender matters by complete resistance. She said that she would dress in men's 
suit to family banquets and confronted her family members and relatives directly. 
Balance also adopted a similar strategy to deal with her repressive parents, and 
over years of struggle, her parents have become more and more silent on her 
masculine dressing style. The strategy of occasional concession is a milder form of 
negotiation and is used by many informants to their families. Gene agreed to wear 
a dress only at her parents' wedding anniversary. Public events are usually places 
where one's gender becomes a public index for efficient social interaction. Some 
informants would make a temporary compromise on their gender presentation 
during public family events. The third strategy is to use socially acceptable reasons 
to justify their masculine style to their family. Mo negotiated with her family for 
wearing jeans and shorts all the time in her school years by telling them she was 
doing extra-curricular activities or playing sports. 
147 
In the following section, I will discuss the social sites outside family that have 
interacted with the informants in aspects of gender negotiations. 
Public Mis-recognition 
All informants participated in this project have been mistaken as males in public 
areas in Hong Kong. Their gender mistake is most often characterized by being 
called "Sir"(先生）or "boy"(哥哥(仔)，細倍,弟弟）by strangers or being 
confronted by unfriendly gaze or remarks on their gender presentation, or 
sometimes by encountering neutral inquiries of their gender by public members. 
They are recognized by males in public largely due to their masculine or gender 
ambiguous external styles such as hairstyle, dressing style, together with 
unfeminine manner or in a few cases, the low-pitched voice. In occasions where 
verbal interaction is not invited such as in public transport or walking in street, 
many informants would encounter unwanted scrutinizing gazes from other 
passengers or passers-by. In a few cases that I have interviewed, rude names (such 
as "manly woman",男人婆）or challenging gender remarks (such as "neither 
woman nor man",不男不女)were called and made by unknown passers-by in 
public places. 
The gender mistake most often occurred in public washroom (women's room) and 
other public places such as shops, department stores, restaurants, markets, gas 
stations, public transport and streets, or less frequently at job interviews. Public 
washroom is the most popular place for the mistake to happen. All informants in 
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this project use women's room and never consider using the men's room despite 
the "gender trouble" many of them frequently arouse in women's room. This 
washroom gender confrontation can be a daily routine for some informants whose 
dressing styles or physical figures are more overtly masculine compared to women 
in average in local society. Women's room is one of the most severe sites of gender 
policing. It is a public space highly regulated by the heterosexual gender norms. 
The pairing up of biological sex and socially recognized gender presentations 
categorized by femininity and masculinity is strictly governed. The domains of 
public washrooms are strictly categorized by biological sex and the "right" of 
admission is defined also by whether one's external gender presentations are 
"compatible" or "appropriate" to the cultural expectations of her/his biological sex. 
Being constantly constructed as a sexually vulnerable zone where female users are 
always thought to be in danger of male invasion, the tolerance in women's room 
for any gender ambiguous users is extremely low. Right of admission is only 
granted to women whose gender styles are recognizable according to the narrow 
definition of heterosexual femininity. Women who fail to conform to the accepted 
image of femininity will find themselves unwelcome invaders in this strictly 
policed gender space. The reactions of women users to those "unclassified 
invaders" range from a quick inquiring glance to furious rejection of entry either 
through verbal or physical means. YY is at her early twenties and she has been 
mistaken as a young boy following her mother to the women's room by the 
senior-age room keeper. Balance has been frequently mistaken as male after she 
cut her hair short and started to wear men's suit. She would be scrutinized by other 
users almost every time she entered the ladies' room. The worst case she 
encountered was when she was being accused of entering the wrong room verbally 
by another user. Ted and Gin would ask other more feminine female friends to 
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accompany them to the ladies' room. They would also do some "tricks" to make 
their femininity more visible. Gin would start talking deliberately in a 
high-pitched voice to demonstrate her femininity if there is a friend accompanying 
her to enter the washroom. Ted has very low and unfeminine voice so she would 
try to take off the overcoat to show her feminine figure (the breasts) before 
entering the washroom. To pass as a legitimate user of the women's washroom is a 
severe challenge for many informants. A few did mention that gender policing in 
the men's room is far less severe and it is not very difficult to enter this male 
domain in stealth. Yet, in the choice of washroom, all informants in this project 
follow strictly their biological sex. None of them have ever made any serious 
attempt to use the men's room despite all the inconvenience they encounter in 
women's room. 
Reactions of informants to gender mis-recognition in public are varied. For 
- informants who have been mistaken as males since their childhood (or even as 
early as babyhood), the gender mistake has become a repetitive theme in their 
daily life. They would usually undergo different kinds of initial reactions and then 
come to a more compromising stage over the years and take the mistake as an 
expected part of their life. For some the mistake happens only periodically during 
the times when they had shorter hair, more gender ambiguous dressing style or 
changed body shape. The location where the gender mistake happens and how it 
happens also affect the receptions of the informants. As discussed in the above 
paragraphs, the most confrontational form of gender mistake happens most often 
in women's washroom. In some cases, active defence by the informants is required 
if they want to enter the women's room successfully or to cope with any resistance 
to their entry by other co-users or the room keeper. In other public places, such as 
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dealing with the cashier in supermarkets or interacting with the salesperson at 
department stores, the "urgency" to defend for one's gender is much lower for they 
are not public spaces that require their users' gender to be examined and approved 
for the rights of admission and usage. The washroom mis-recognition or rejection 
always triggers off the biggest injurious feeling or embarrassment to the 
informants compared to similar incident happens at other public places. It 
manifests in a most direct and unambiguous way the gender "failure" of masculine 
women and the public rejection of their rights of being a "proper" female in the 
dual-sexed society. Besides, the ways the informants are treated during the 
mis-recognition, or in other words, the attitude of the public members who induce 
the mistake, also play a significant role in the receptions of informants. Mistake 
can happen in ways of innocent mis-address, intentional challenge or less 
frequently it can be a deliberate act to please. For instance, salesperson might 
intentionally address a female customer with overt masculine dressing style or 
manner as Sir as a way to please the customer, especially when the female 
customer is accompanied by another woman. This shows the cultural assumptions 
of associating masculine women with the intention to be men and with lesbianism. 
Intentional challenges of the informants' gender can take the form of a rude 
question or an unfriendly description or judgement of their gender by strangers in 
public areas. Wai's gender has been commented by strangers in public transport 
and shopping mall. A male passenger said to her after scrutinizing her for a while, 
“You look really like a woman!" The man mistook Wai as a male and then 
commented her as a woman-like male. Another gender challenge Wai encountered 
was by a female passer-by in a shopping mall. This time the female stranger made 
a rude remark on Wai's appearance as "neither like a woman nor a man" when she 
walked beside Wai. This kind of unfriendly intervention would always result in 
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injurious feelings. 
The reactions of informants being mistaken as males in public areas include being 
indifferent, puzzled, frustrated, offended, expected or in a few cases, positively 
received. Some have undergone changes in reactions over the years and different 
situations will trigger off different reactions. 
May and Gene took the mistakes indifferently. Challenges of their gender do not 
seem to have significant weight on their sense of self. 
May: I won't be angry. As far as I can remember, I wasn't angry. It's ok if people mistook me 
for a guy. It won't do me any harm anyway. Look at it this way. It's the way you dress that 
misled people. You can't really blame them. So what if they have mistaken you as a man, 
there's no harm done. It is not like I am being cheated. I won't care too much about these 
.. things. It's not like they do that intentionally to humiliate you. For example, my colleagues 
believe men should act manly and women act womanly. If you get mistaken because you 
don't dress like a girl, they think it's the responsibility of the person who dresses in an 
androgynous way. So what? It's OK. Is gender really that important?^'* 
Gene: I just smiled. I always wondered how that could happen. It did but luckily not very 
often. To me, it's their problem. I won't correct them. Just laugh it off. Perhaps I'm not very 
experienced in dealing-with this kinda situation... Besides, no matter how they see me, I'm 
still me. The way they see me won't affect anybody, definitely not me.^ ^ 
For informants who just encountered the mistake occasionally or less frequently, 
2 4 M a y ：不會生氣’我記得當時沒有生氣’認錯就認錯囉，認錯又不會對我有些甚麼影響， 
無所謂。這樣看吧，因爲妳這樣子的打扮，別人認錯’不可以怪人家啦’那認錯了，What’s 








they were more likely to take the mistake easier or just laugh it away as something 
ridiculous. For some, the infrequent mistake can lead to puzzlement or even 
frustration over their gender styles. Wan has her hair cut very short once and was 
physically very thin during her undergraduate years. During that period, she has 
been mistaken as a boy many times. The mistakes did not have much impact on 
Wan, but it did make her question herself whether she was really that boyish. 
Wan: When I bought ice cream, people would address me as "Dee Dee" (little brother). 
Maybe because they see me from behind. Back then, I was sick and thin and I didn't have 
much of a figure. Since I wore denim clothing, it's actually quite difficult to tell my gender. 
But they would realize I am a woman right away once they heard my voice. Actually if they 
only look twice, they should be able to tell. Only strangers would mistake me... Usually I 
just smiled but I won't correct them. They're only strangers, so I just let them be. Some 
would be embarrassed, but they never over-reacted. I will ask myself, "Do I really look like a 
boy?" I didn't expect this would happen when I cut my hair very short. It's totally 
unexpected... I wasn't upset. I would take a good look at myself in the mirror when I got 
home. I really want to know if I look that much like a boy or not. It's not something that 
would have a big impact on m e ? 
The mistakes did not cause any major disturbance to Wan's daily life or the 
perception of her gender identity. When she later had longer hair, she no longer 
encountered the gender mistake in public. For Ted, especially during her early 
secondary school years, the frequent suspicious gazes she encountered everyday 
because of the "mismatch" of her boyish head and her female school uniform have 
caused her frustration and also practical inconvenience in her daily life. Ted has 
angular facial features and she is tall and thin. She was always scrutinized by 








strangers in public transport and in the street when she was in school uniform. She 
interpreted those unfriendly gazes as a result of the strange combination of her 
boyish head (short hair and face features) and the school dress. She looked like a 
boy for the upper part of her body but the dress in the lower part confused the 
picture. She felt quite uneasy whenever strangers examined her from head to toe in 
public. The unfriendly treatment she received whenever in feminine clothes is a 
significant factor leading her to dress in a more gender neutral or masculine way as 
far as possible. When she was in shirt and trousers, together with her masculine 
features people usually take her as a young man and therefore, the gender 
confusion no longer exists. The gender confusion happened again when Ted went 
to job interviews. In order to avoid any mis-address, Ted has tried to dress herself 
in women's clothes that can show her feminine body figure. Again, she was 
greeted by unfriendly gazes in public transport. And the feminine dressing style 
that she was not used to also made her feel very uneasy. 
For many other informants, either the mistake occurs to them periodically or 
everyday, it is usually an unpleasant or even offensive experience. Balance has got 
used to the gender mistake since she has her hair cut short and started to wear 
glasses from Form 3 in secondary school. However, occasionally the mistake 
would still offend her deeply, especially in situations in which her gender is openly 
challenged and denied. In one occasion Balance was openly challenged by a user 
in a public women's washroom. The woman accused her of entering the wrong 
room in a rude manner right before other users. This was the most offensive gender 
challenge she has ever met and made her very angry. Wai has been mistaken as 
male and her gender was questioned by strangers in public places. Most often 
when she used the women's washroom after cutting her hair short, her presence 
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would make new comers confused and their immediate response was usually to 
look at the door sign to reconfirm whether they have entered the right room. 
Gender mistake did not happen very frequently in Wai's daily life, but she took it 
very negatively, 
Wai: In fact I won't like it. Because what they saw on me is not anything I did intentionally to 
make them think in this way. Why do I wear this clothes and this hair? Simply because 
they're comfortable!^^ 
Ding Dong was very aware of the hostility of society towards masculine women. 
She grew up in the 1970s and 1980s, and during that time the local society was less 
adapted to women with very short hair or masculine dressing style. Ding Dong 
recalled that she was embarrassed when people commented on her boyish dressing 
style in the street or questioned her whether she was a girl in the women's 
washroom. The situation has been much improved during the last decade when 
women with short hair and masculine dressing style become more and more 
visible in public. Gin is of the same generation as Ding Dong. She has consciously 
made the choice to be a TB since her secondary school years. She has asked her 
mother to crop her hair and since then she avoided wearing dresses. In school, she 
took up the TB gender role and started to group with other TBs and courted girl 
classmates. During her years of TB, Gin has experienced the first gender mistake 
by an old man in her neighbourhood. In senior secondary school, Gin decided to 
"return" to the girl role as many other TBs were about to leave secondary school. 
She had her hair grown longer and abandoned the masculine gender role and 
manner. In her late 20s, Gin has cropped her hair for the second time and decided 
2 7 W a i ：其實我會不喜歡’因爲他們看到的不是我想做出來的，因爲我爲甚麼穿這些衣服？ 
爲甚麼這個髮型？舒服而已！ 
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not to conform to the heterosexual feminine role and conventional feminine 
dressing style any more. After she changed her hairstyle and dressing again, the 
gender mistake happened again. There is a significant difference in her response to 
the public gender mis-recognition during her earlier TB period and later adult 
years. 
Gin: The first time I was mistaken for a boy, I was in junior high. I went shopping with my 
Dad, and those silly old neighbours said to him, "Ah, your son has grown so much!" I broke 
into a laugh and my father was indifferent. I took that as an encouragement. I was feeling 
good about myself then. My junior high school experience was like a dream, and a play. I 
almost felt that I have succeeded in my role-play back then. The second time I cut my hair 
this short was around 1993-1994.Ties were fashionable at that time, I used to wear them 
when I went out with my friends. An old lady addressed me as "Mister" and a man also asked 
me where the men's room was. I replied with a high-pitched voice as I wasn't pleased or 
feeling proud of myself anymore. When similar situations kept repeating, I got really upset. 
This always happens in the ladies' room, so I intentionally chat with my friends when we 
. walk inside. Sometimes I will pull my shirt to show my busts. There was this woman once 
who simply refused to believe I am a woman. I even told her to look at my busts, and she 
said, "You look so much like a man, how could you be a woman?" That was just too much.^^ 
Those mistakes that happened during Gin's first adoption of masculine gender role 
and style were always positively received and interpreted by her at that time as a 
success of her newly adopted identity of TB. However, mistakes that happened 
during her second shift of gender style in her late 20s were mostly negatively 
received. Since then she no longer has any identification of TB or any "vanity" to 











become a male, therefore those mis-recognitions to her have become a denial of 
her true gender and female identification. In other words, gender mistakes 
happened in early TB years of Gin were a recognition and compliment to her 
conscious effort of TB identification and later when she took up the masculine 
style for the second time as a personal life choice (to reject to conform to the 
heterosexual version of femininity), the mistakes become an unwanted 
infringement of her gender identification. 
There are only two cases in my interview that consist of positive reactions to the 
public mis-recognition. One of them is Gin's positive experience during her early 
TB years. The other case is Grace's experience of adopting the "gender neutral" 
dressing style to present herself for the last twenty years. She did not have many 
experiences of being mistaken as male, but for those few cases she was 
mis-addressed as Mister or Di Di (弟弟，litle brother), she was always pleased. 
Grace: Back in my university years, I was mistaken as a guy once. Usually it happened when 
I entered the ladies' room. The attendant would say, "You're in the wrong place". After she 
looked at me more closely, she apologized and I just laughed. I thought that I did a good job 
misleading people! I felt happy and positive. Nobody knows I am a woman and they won't 
tease me because of my body figure. This feeling is very strong. Once a stranger asked me for 
directions and she addressed me as “ Di Di" (little brother). Perhaps it's because I have a 
baby face. She finally realized I was a girl when I spoke to her. I didn't mind being mistaken 
as a guy. In fact, I liked it very much. I liked the confusion and I enjoyed it. You know my 
figure is really feminine, anyone who pays a little more attention will know I am a woman. 
Since this mistaken identity doesn't happen to me very often, I always feel happy and content 
when it does.^^ 
2 9 Grace ：甚至在大學的時候，我也有一次機會被人認錯。通常是上廁所，阿靖就會說：“你 
進錯啦！ ” ’然後再多看兩眼就不好意思這樣囉，我會笑，我覺得……啊！我扮得好像嗎？ 





At an early period of her "gender neutral" years, Grace disliked herself to be a 
female even though she has never identified or fancied herself as a male. Therefore, 
the occasional gender mis-recognitions by strangers in public places were 
acknowledgements of her unfeminine gender style which she has chosen 
intentionally at that time. She was pleased not to be recognized as a woman and 
has caused gender confusion to other people. 
For some other informants who have been mistaken for their gender for many 
years and the mistakes occur frequently, they tended to treat the mistake as 
expected or take it as a natural outcome of their dressing style. Joe has short hair 
and prefers to wear shirts and trousers throughout her life and most often she is the 
one who takes the active organizing and leading role in a group. She has been 
mistaken as male in women's rooms and addressed as Mister in restaurants. Her 
reaction to the mistakes is to try to minimize the embarrassment or disturbance to 
the addresser and other people at the scene. 
Joe: That didn't happen to me very often in the past. For example, when I went shopping in 
supermarket, an old woman came to me and asked for help "Mister, how much is this?" Old 
women can't tell, so I won't blame them. People will know I 'm a womanl once I start talking. 
Five years ago, I went to my relative's wedding in a shirt and pants but not a suit. When I 
went to the ladies' room, I heard a woman confronting someone behind me, asking him what 
he was doing. Turns out it was a man, who thought I was a guy and followed me into the 
ladies' room. Perhaps the poor man has mistaken me for a guy from behind because of my 
broad shoulders. That woman intentionally waited for me to come out from the toilet to take 
a good look at me...Ten years ago, another incident happened when I was with my friends. 
My friends didn't dress like me. In fact, none of my friends were like that. We went to a 
restaurant. Maybe the lighting was dim, when I was seated, the waiter came and asked me 
爲我的身材實在太女性啦，所以留心一點一定認得出來，這一種的誤會不是發生了很多次’ 
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"What would you like to eat, Sir?" I looked at him and replied, "Later", then he realized (I 
was a woman) and apologized, "Aiya, I am so sorry!" My friends laughed their heads off but 
I said, "That wasn't funny, this happens to me all the time." How do I feel? Nothing special. 
I won't get Upset, I will reply naturally, "Do I really look like a guy?" I won't scold them or 
say, "You are so mean". I think sometimes it is not their fault. After all, it is the way I dress 
that misled them. I can't blame them,� 
Ken and Balance took similar stance as Joe to the frequent gender mistakes 
occurred in daily life. They took them as something expected if they chose to 
present themselves in a gender ambiguous style. 
Ken: It happens quite frequently. "What would you like to order, Sir?" Even when I ask for 
directions to the washroom, people will point me to the men's room. Actually, these things 
happen all the time. It's nothing. People may have difficulty differentiating and they address 
you incorrectly, but there's no need to stare at them fiercely or hit them. If you want to avoid 
it totally, maybe you shouldn't choose this unisex dress style. Then people won't mistake you. 
On the other hand, put yourself in their shoes, when you talk to a stranger, the "Mister" or 
"Miss" may just be a slip of tongue. So I think even if someone has mistaken you, you 
shouldn't be angry. It is not necessary. If you don't make it obvious for them and remain 
ambiguous, what do you expect?^' 
Balance: When I get mistaken for a guy, I always try to play down the impact and bear no 
而每次都帶讓我很開心，也都因爲很難得，我覺得有成功感，他們認錯啦這樣子！ 
' ' J o e ：以前沒有這麼厲害，也有認錯’譬如去超級市場買東西，阿婆會對我說：“先生’ 


















hard feelings. I will even try not to show any reaction at all. Probably, because I am 
embarrassed... If I'm OK, I don't want the other person to be embarrassed either. If the 
waiter is embarrassed or feels uneasy, the manager beside him might think he's done 
something wrong. This is not good. I don't have much feeling about these things. Usually my 
friends around me will laugh. I won't speak up or argue. I just pretend as if nothing has 
happened. Because once I speak up, they will realize the mistake. In that scenario, I will just 
smile and tell them "It's alright." If I make a scene just because of one such minor incident, it 
will make them look bad. If my appearance is misleading people, perhaps I should be the one 
to apologize. Put it this way, I'm psychologically well prepared.^^ 
It is noted that if the gender mistake exists throughout an extensive period of time 
and occurs frequently, it is likely to become an expected part of the informants' 
everyday routine and also less confrontational strategies will be used. The frequent 
mistakes throughout the lives of Ken and Balance have made them more or less 
well prepared for similar incidents. They tended to minimize the effect of the 
mistake. Meanwhile avoiding any confrontation is also a way to shield them from 
further emotional disturbance. The strategies deployed by the informants to cope 
with this public gender mis-recognition include actively correcting the mistake, 
staying silent or without making any correction. Most of the informants would not 
make any correction when the mistake happens. For some informants, making a 
verbal remark will clear any mistake or confusion of their gender and get the right 
address immediately. However, for others whose voices are not evidently female, 
not all of them in all occasions would make an active attempt to correct or confront 
the inducer. Only when they were in public women's washroom, they were 
expected or forced to reply to the mistake and gain themselves the right to use this 








public space. Most often confrontations happened in the women's room. Some 
informants would do some tricks to avoid possible confrontation or 
embarrassment when entering the women's room. These tricks include asking a 
more feminine female friend to accompany them, making their breasts more 
visible by taking off the overcoat or deliberately boasting their breasts when 
entering the women's room. Confrontation would also occur when informants 
were forced to defend themselves when their gender was rudely challenged by 
hostile strangers. 
In the chapter that follows, I will analyze other social interactions that the 
informants have to deal with from day to day for their choices of gender 
presentation and identification. 
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Chapter Seven 
Accommodating Masculinities: Negotiations in Love and Social 
Networks •“ 
May: I used to hate it when those guys do the so-called gentleman thing and hold the elevator door 
for women. What on earth are they doing? Now I will see it differently. Men are actually very weak, 
and have a weak self pride. If you come down too hard on them, they can't take it. Just let them do it 
if this means so much to their sense of self. After all I won't lose anything. I won't be as harsh as 
before. But this doesn't mean I will take them for granted when they open doors or pull the chair for 
me. If they want to do it I will accept it with appreciation, but I still won't like it very much.^ 
Courting Relationship^ 
It is found in this research that the choice of man or woman as partner in different 
kinds of courting relationship (whether with or without sexual activities) can be a 
factor for informants to have different gender negotiation and strategy or in a few 
cases a factor whit effect on informants' gender identification. Negotiations of 
gender in courting relationship mainly direct at three aspects: gender role, gender 
style and gender identification. In this section, I will discuss the gender 
negotiations in courting relationships of informants through their individual 
experiences. 





apprec ia te去接受，但我不會說我是很喜歡的。 
2 Sexuality in this research is conceived as a changeable variable that can have different kinds of 
interaction with the gender identification of informants at different periods of their lives. 
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The preference of the sex of partner is asked in the interview. Eight informants 
reported that they preferred males as their partners and eight informants preferred 
females. The remaining two informants did not have strong preference of the sex 
of partner. The answers informants provided were related to their choices only at 
the time of the interview. The preference would be changed over the years. It is 
important to understand that the reported preferences of the sex of partner cannot 
be read as diny fixed sexual preference of informants throughout their lives. A few 
informants have made a conscious choice or change of their sexual preference of 
partner during their lifetime and those choices were sometimes associated with 
their change of external gender style and inner identification. 
Many informants shared the negotiations of gender role in courting relationship at 
length. Especially attention was paid to the difference of gender role played in 
relationships with men and women. The experience of Jon was one of the most 
illustrative examples. She has dated a man of her age in her teenage years and 
since then all her relationships were with women. Her experiences with man and 
woman were very different. In particular, she sensed the difference of gender roles 
she was expected to pl^y by male and female partners. 
Jon: I think there really is a big difference between man and woman. With a man, he 
usually plays the more active role. Men are in general rude and sexually fretful. This 
is the difference. I have a role conflict with men. I'm not those helpless women who 
need to be taken care. I don't need a shoulder to lean on or a hand to get on the bus. 
In fact I can walk faster than most men. Men usually like to walk in front of you but I 
don't like the feeling of tagging along behind. But I usually let him be. If he likes to 
play strong and macho, go ahead! It's OK. I just find it hard to get used to. 
Dating women,丨 can be more active. Usually I play the masculine role. Over the 
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years, my experience is they all treated me as a man.� 
The conflict of gender role with male partner is mentioned also by other 
informants. Jenny found herself unable to perform the passive female role in 
heterosexual relationship for she always played the active masculine role in 
everyday social interactions. For other informants it is the resistance of culturally 
prescribed gender roles for men and women in relationship that set off many micro 
struggles against their male partners. 
Gene: If I'm dating now, I will still resist the idea of my boyfriend paying for everything. 
I hate that, as well as all those so-called gentleman thing that they do. I don't need 
them. He would expect me to appreciate those things. But I just feel I don't need 
them. I'm OK if you please me occasionally. But if you want to protect me all the time 
when I don't even need protecting, then 丨 would be very uneasy. For example he 
always wants to lead when we take a stroll. I have to be directed by him in the street. 
. But I like to walk around and see things on my own. Why do I have to follow you? My 
first boyfriend told me we should hold hands in a certain way but I didn't like it. Why 
can't I just hold you any way I want? Why does it have to be this way or that way? 
Why must there be restrictions? This made me very uncomfortable.丨 would throw 
him off and ask him why. My first boyfriend just told me that's what everyone else 
does. I can't accept that kind of an answer. Don't force me to follow other people. 
Even if everyone does it the same way doesn't mean it's the right way. If you respect 
me as your girlfriend, let me do it my way. Or at least try to understand why I have to 
do it this way. You shouldn't force me to do anything just because it's the mainstream 
thing to do.4 














Gene was resistant to play the conventional female gender role in heterosexual 
relationship that usually requires passivity and submissiveness of women. Men are 
prescribed or expected to take a more leading role and be the protector of their 
female partners. Some informants found the role of protector and provider of their 
male partners offensive. Ha refused her male partners to pay for her during dating 
and was repulsive to the idea that she has to be protected by the male partner. Kit 
shared a similar view. She expected her relationship with male partners to be 
equalitarian. She has been struggling with the culturally prescribed male gender 
role in relationship since she started dating in teenage years. Later she came across 
feminist ideas in her undergraduate years and has tried to pursue equalitarian 
relationship with her male partners at the time. 
. Kit: At the time, it was very hard for me to be a feminist in a relationship. I wanted to 
live up to my beliefs, demonstrate how men and women are equal in everyday life, 
‘ but it was very hard. For example, if I choose to wear a dress, that's fine. But if he 
requests me to do so, that's another story. Even today, I won't allow my boyfriend to 
put his hand over my shoulder when we walk together. I don't care much about who 
is "active" or "passive" when it comes to holding hands. It's just a matter of feeling. I 
feel we are equal when we are holding hands, so it doesn't matter who is taking the 
lead. Whereas putting one's hand on the other's shoulder is governed by height 
differences. Only he can put his hand over my shoulder. I don't feel comfortable with 











Similar struggles over gender role are common in relationships with men for many 
informants. Most of them did not compromise themselves to play the conventional 
female gender role in heterosexual relationships. Instead they tended to involve in 
prolonged struggles and negotiations with their male partners to preserve the 
integrity of their preferred gender presentation. 
In same-sex relationships, many informants found themselves usually playing a 
more leading and protective role. Many of them described themselves as playing 
the "male role" in such relationships. They usually were more adaptable to the 
gender role they were expected to play in same-sex relationships. And their female 
partners would also expect them to play this masculine role. The masculine role 
they played can be shown in some micro interactions with their female partners. 
For example, Jon mentioned that she was more often the one to hold the hand of 
her girlfriends than to be passively held. Joe would expect herself to be the one to 
make decision and to protect her girlfriend in the relationship. For other 
informants who have been in same-sex relationships, they would usually prefer to 
have equal and reciprocal role with their female partners. 
Adaptations usually occurred through changes of one's external style. Many 
informants mentioned that they have been requested by their male partners to be 
more feminine in their external hair and dressing styles. Gene's male partner has 
asked her to dress in a more feminine way when they were together in public 
places in order to allow people to recognize them as a heterosexual couple. Gin 
and Jenny have swung between men and women as their partners over the years. 
Their intention to attract different sexes was sometimes externalized in their ways 
of dressing and hairstyle. Gin has wanted to be a socially accepted heterosexual 
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woman in her early adulthood. She has consciously kept longer hair and dressed 
more femininely. She admitted that her choice of external presentation at that time 
was associated with her intention to attract men. Until she found herself unable to 
perform the expected feminine role and unable to stand the restrictive feminine 
attire in her late twenties, she gave up any attempt to conform to the socially 
prescribed heterosexual female role and also gave up the idea of having a man as 
her partner. Jenny recalled that she has been alternating between the choices of 
men and women as her partner and during this prolonged period of struggle, she 
has also swung between more feminine dressing style and the androgynous style 
which she always preferred. Many informants felt the obligation to perform the 
socially prescribed feminine role in heterosexual relationship. This reflects the 
penetrating effect of the heterosexual discourse that assigns men and women 
strictly to mutually exclusive gender positions. Heterosexual relationship is more 
I 
often regarded by informants as more prescriptive and regulated than female 
same-sex relationship. The regulatory effect of the dominant heterosexual 
discourse is evident in many informants' association of their gender role and 
gender presentation with the sexual choice of their intended partner. Moreover, a 
few informants in this research also associated their gender identification with 
sexual preference of partner. Ding Dong recalled that in her younger years, when 
she had a female object of affection she found herself wanting to be a male more 
eagerly. 
Ding Dong: In the past when I had a crush on a girl, I would wish that I were a guy, 
because I reckon that I would have better chances. However this desire to be a guy 
only appeared when I fall for somebody. When I was alone and without a partner, I 
didn't feel that way at all.^ 
6 Ding Dong ••以前如果有個喜歡的對象，我會覺得……就是渴望自己是一個男孩子’加上 
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Under the operation of the dominant heterosexual discourse, gender roles, 
identifications and styles of presentation of men and women are highly regulated. 
There are different kinds of struggle in these gender aspects of informants in 
heterosexual relationships. Negotiations and adjustments of gender role, style and 
identifications can occur at a micro level of interactions between the informants 
and their male partners. However, the regulatory power of heterosexual discourse 
exists in non-heterosexual relationships as well. Its penetrating effect is also felt by 
informants who were engaged in female same-sex relationships. They were also 
exposed to the heterosexual defining power of "proper" gender practices in 
relationships. Or in other words, the dominant heterosexual imperatives have 
occupied the arena of cultural intelligibility. The heterosexual paradigm has 
become an authoritative reference for any existing form of relationship. Some 
women, who choose to adopt unconventional forms of gender style and role, 
‘ usually feel the restrictive power of heterosexual imperatives more pressing in 
their relationship with men, for they do not perform the prescribed feminine role. 
While in female same-sex relationship, they will encounter fewer restrictions on 
their gender style and. role. But they are also exposed to the defining power of 
heterosexuality and it is difficult to avoid using the "heterosexual language" to 
interpret their own gender practices in female same-sex relationships and to 






Interactions with the social world accelerate after informants approached their 
teens. The social sites I am going to discuss are schools, workplace and some 
identity-based social networks such as religious and queer communities that were 
associated with some informants in this research. I will illustrate the major gender 
issues they encountered in those sites and their individual coping strategies. 
School 
School authority (either at primary or secondary level) does not play a significant 
role in intervening the informants' gender development. There is only one case in 
this study in which the informant (Ted) was scolded in public by a Sister in her 
Catholic secondary school for having her hair cut too short and later suggested by 
another teacher to have a more feminine hairstyle. 
Peer group at school is a source of encouragement and also discouragement to 
some informants. Especially in girl's schools, some informants said that they felt 
relieved and comfortable to have other similar style classmates there, because they 
were not singled out and regarded as strange. The school TB culture was 
mentioned by informants who came from girl's schools. Most informants claimed 
that they have not befriended any tomboyish girls during school years even if they 
were aware of their presence. Most said that whether one is a tomboy is not a 
determining factor for making friends. Ding Dong mentioned the IBs in her 
如果是一個人的時候’沒有partner ’又未必會這麼渴望自己是一個男孩子° 
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secondary school being quite hostile to her. But Gin has deliberately socialized 
with TBs and joined their group in secondary school during the days when she 
played the role of a TB. During her teenage years Mo has befriended other 
tomboys or Bu Bu, a term coined by her peer group for butch women. She 
remembered that the grouping provided them peer support but competition did 
exist among them at the same time. Gene has been labeled as TB in secondary 
school because of her boyish manner and hairstyle but she was resistant to this 
imposed label and was never able to get along with other TBs in her school. 
Whereas Ted has a much easier time when she entered secondary school where she 
was no longer being singled out as the strange masculine girl. She was supported 
by her peer group at school and it helped her a lot to survive the interventions of 
teachers on her external style. 
For informants from co-educational schools, the sex choice of peer groups is 
varied. Usually informants recalled that they tended to have boys as their 
playmates in primary school years since boys are better partners in rough plays 
than girls. Later in secondary schools, especially during puberty, some informants 
said that they would group with girls more than with boys. Kit used to identify 
herself as a boy in her childhood while the experience of puberty has made her 
come closer to girl classmates. 
Kit: I always wanted to be a boy because that's who I identify myself with.丨 used to 
think that girls are inferior. However, when I reached puberty, I can no longer deny 
the fact that I'm a girl. Then I became more intimate with girls. In the past,丨 would 
prefer to hang out with boys, but in high school, I got closer to girls. I could share 
things with girls that I could never share with a boy. For example, we can talk about 
period, discuss the quality of sanitary napkins, brands of bra etc.. I have a lot more in 
common with girls. On the other hand, boys of the same age are ugly. They are short. 
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They have pimples on their faces and always have a lustful look. So the gender of 
my peer group gradually switched back to girls.' 
Most informants attached more to their same sex classmates in teen years, even 
though they usually had boy playmates in childhood. Many informants also 
mentioned that they preferred to befriend with girls who were candid and 
straightforward. Kit admitted that she could not stand those very "girlish" girls 
when she was young. Ha also preferred to make friends with women who are frank 
and not too delicate. For some informants in co-educational schools, they were 
also able to be buddies to male classmates. Balance's close friends in secondary 
school were mostly male. She said that male classmates got along very well with 
her since she could be a knowledgeable buddy to them for matters about dating 
girls. And she liked to group with male classmates more because she considered 
. most female classmates being too gossipy. YY was also a good buddy to male 
classmates in secondary schools. She recalled she could mix with the male 
classmates very well and shared with them dirty jokes. The relationship with male 
classmates in Kit's experience was of a competitive nature. She was eager to prove 
that girls are not weaker than boys. 
Kit: When I was a kid,丨 reckon boys are generally better than girls.丨 considered 
myself very outstanding and better than boys in many ways. That's why I always 
thought things could be different, and they could be changed as well. For example, I 
can prove that girls are not inferior by virtue of my achievement and hard work. I can 
cite a lot of examples. When I was a kid,丨 used to study a soccer match so that I can 
discuss with the boys in school. This was just one of my many struggles. I was more 







aware of this when I entered university. I tried to show how strong we really are even 
in everyday trivial matters.^ 
The role of school authority on the gender development of informants is less 
salient in this research. Peer group at school would intervene the gender 
presentation of the informants. Most often in a suggestive way, some informants 
have been told by their classmates to behave more womanly or have longer hair. 
Yet peer group intervention on gender style was usually of a mild nature and for 
most of the time peer group at school was an important source of support to the 
informants. Ding Dong has wanted to be a boy in her teenage years and her 
classmates in the all-girl school were being very supportive. 
Ding Dong: I used to take care of the girls, just like what the boys will do. For 
example, carrying bags for them. They always accepted my help. They won't feel 
any . •. Over the years, my classmates always accepted me and supported me. Even 
though my family is indifferent, and society does not accept me, my classmates 
, accepted me as who I am.9 
Schools were reported by most informants as places with less direct restrictions on 
their gender presentations. In the following, I will discuss another major public 
social site of informants in their adulthood. 
Workplace 





9 Ding Dong ：我對她們比較照顧，或者是好像男孩子照顧女孩子，幫她們提東西，她們都 
很接受，她們都不會覺得……首先我覺得從小到大同學都很容納我和接受我’這給了我蠻 
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At the workplace, interventions mainly occur at job interview and daily interaction 
with co-workers. 
Starting from late teenage years or early adulthood, informants spent most of their 
time at the workplace. It is a site where intensive social interactions and 
negotiations of gender take place. I will discuss the interactions and negotiations 
of gender at the workplace in the aspects of the gender presentations of informants 
at work and the coping strategies with co-workers or clients. 
Job interview is the occasion where the very first interaction takes place at the 
workplace. The first negotiation is always the dressing style for an interview. 
Many informants in this research have been in white-collar works that usually 
require applicants to wear formally for an interview. As discussed earlier, dresses 
are culturally recognized as the sign of formality for women. In addition, in order 
- not to cause any gender confusion at an interview, a few informants have to adjust 
their dressing style to achieve this aim. In this research, only a few informants said 
that they would wear a dress if formal dress code is required for the job concerned. 
Most said they would, opt for a pantsuit for the interview and would not wear 
make-up. Gene was one of those who would not compromise to conventional 
feminine style for job interviews. 
Gene: It doesn't matter how active you are in your spare time, you still have to dress 
formally and properly when you attend a job interview or go to work. You are back to 
the role of a typical girl. But I am not like that. So when 丨 choose my job, I won't go for 
something routine. I won't compromise. I want to resist. If they judge my ability by my 
大的support，因爲家裡又沒有怎樣理我，社會又不接受啦，但我的同學很接受我這個人。 
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appearance, I don't think I have any respect for this job or this interviewer, 
Ted provided a detailed report on the experience of hunting for a job after 
university graduation. She could always pass as a man in public. Because of the 
need to appear in her biological gender at job interviews, she had to go to great 
effort to present herself as a woman. Emotionally this made her very frustrated. 
Ted: Before I go for a job interview, I have to prepare a few things in advance. I will 
tailor-make a women's suit for the occasion. I，rather die than wear those G2000 
(local fashion brand name) suits. They are far too feminine. But then I can't wear a 
men's suit either. I don't know how to position myself and don't know what to do, so I 
ended up tailor-making a suit. It almost felt like I was cross-dressing in one of my 
interviews.丨 decided to wear a vest that day so I borrowed a bra with wire from my 
sister. I thought since 丨 was wearing a vest, I might as well go all the way. I have had 
people call me "Mr. Lee" in an interview before and of course I lost that job. People 
from human resources department can figure out my gender by my ID card and 
sometimes I will correct them by saying "Pardon me, 1 am Miss Lee". I only 
"cross-dressed" once to an interview. I wore my sister's necklace and was finally 
addressed as "Miss Lee" but I still didn't get the job. At the only one interview that 
ended up with an offer, the interviewer told me, "No offence, you look like a boy-head. 
We are recruiting a sales person who has to meet a lot of people everyday. What you 
are wearing is not very proper." But I was already wearing a women's suit. He went 
on, "If we offer you this job, will you change your appearance and dress like our 
female colleagues? They are OK." I replied, "Sure". Unfortunately for me, their offer 
was my only job offer, so I was forced to take the job. For the first month,丨 always felt 
uneasy, because I can't stand those women's clothes. Dressing like that for a month 
was already too much for me. I always stayed away from the mirror. I kept my hair in 
the same length for a whole year to avoid trouble. After a year, I was physically and 
mentally damaged. My job was boring and I fdt ugly. Job hunting has never been 
easy for me, because I don't think the bosses like my appearance. I felt very normal 
at school, but when I go looking for a job, I have to deal with many straight men. 
When you have to bargain and ask them to hire you, that's an entirely different 






Ted described herself as "cross-dressing" in some interviews as she tried to have 
feminine presentation. The compromise of external presentation for her job was 
reported as a long torture to her. She did not feel confident in longer hairstyle or 
overtly feminine clothes. She mentioned in the interview that she has received 
more positive comments on her masculine dressing style and hairstyle. Therefore 
the compulsory adjustment she made during her first job was a very uneasy 
experience. Jon on the other hand chose not to compromise on her external style by 
turning down the job offer. 
Jon: It was a well-established trading firm. You are required to wear a uniform when 
you pass the three-month probation.丨 remember quite clearly that it was a brown 
skirt. Wah! I wanted to throw up when I saw the dress. I quitted after working for two 
and a half months because you are allowed to dress causally during probation. That 
was unbearable for me. I can find another job with similar pay easily back then. 
Money wasn't the issue. It was about being happy or not. Good pay or friendly 
colleagues are simply not good enough reason for me to wear that uniform. I just 
can't do it.'^ 





















There are also informants who are willing to wear dress uniform if it is required. 
Joe would never wear a dress in everyday life but she wore a dress uniform for 
many years when she was a salesperson. Ken also did not have any difficulty in 
wearing the dress uniform when she worked as a security guard. Ding Dong would 
wear light make-up and a dress suit sometimes for job interviews and for formal 
events at work. Kit, Grace and May have undergone changes on their 
understanding of gender over the years and after they became more receptive to 
femininity, they were at the time of interview less reluctant to dress themselves in a 
more feminine style at work. 
Besides dressing, nicknames or English names are used by informants as a way of 
presenting themselves. In local society, it is common during social interactions 
outside the domain of family to present oneself to other social members with their 
nick names or English names. English names are much more widely used than 
Chinese names in extra-familial interactions such as in schools, workplace and 
other social occasions. Chinese names are always chosen by parents or senior 
family members in the local society while English names can be either chosen by 
family members or by teachers. It is also not uncommon for people to choose 
English names by themselves during school years or at the time English names are 
required at the workplace. Nicknames are usually developed by peer groups in 
early school years or during adulthood and they are adopted by some people to 
represent themselves in certain more casual social interactions. Both nicknames 




presentation. In this research, most informants interacted with me through their 
English names or nicknames (a few have more than one nicknames for different 
social circles). Half of them have nicknames or English names that are understood 
to be gender neutral or androgynous in local society. Four of them have used 
explicit male English names. I interpret this as one of the strategies used by the 
informants to present to the social world of their preferred gender image. The 
name one chooses to present to other social members or the name that is called by 
other social members carries important messages of the person. It can be a gender 
statement made to other social members by presenting oneself in one's preferred 
way of recognition. It makes a difference if one presents his/herself in a feminine 
name or a masculine name according to the local cultural interpretation. It implies 
to others the way you preferred to be interacted with and more subtly the ways you 
preferred others to interpret you. Nicknames and English names in local society 
can be regarded as the "social names" for the inside members. They are names 
aiming at efficient social interaction and self-presentation. The manipulation of 
social names is used by some informants at the workplace to achieve preferred 
effects in social interactions. 
Ding Dong has a feminine English name that was chosen by her father during 
school years. But after she joined the workforce, she stopped to use this name any 
more. 
Ding Dong: My English name Rosanna is very femin ine” My father gave me this 
name when I was in Primary 1. I hate this name. It's shown on my ID card and 
graduation certificates but I won't delete it intentionally. I simply abandon it. I haven't 
used this name since I began working. I didn't want anybody to know about it 
13 Rosanna is a pseudonym for Ding Dong's real English name. 
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because I hate it. This name is too disgusting, I particularly hate the pronunciation of 
the "na" sound. I don't like it. Now my colleagues will call me by my last n ame , 
Ted had some changes of her English names over the years. She had a feminine 
English name in secondary school and gradually the name was shortened for 
convenience and sounded more like a male name. When she started to work, she 
has the name changed in order to be more feminine again and she only used the 
feminine version of her English name at work. She considered it advantageous to 
use the newly manipulated feminine name to have job interviews since she could 
be recognized more often as a female if she presented herself through a feminine 
name. 
All informants reported that they did not have any difficulty in dealing with their 
. co-workers. Some said that they mixed very well with both male and female 
co-workers. Joe and Jon were well-received by their colleagues. They played the 
role of good buddies to both male and female social groups at work. Mo was 
friendly to her subordinates and she regarded this as a way to avoid them from 
focusing too much on her masculine appearance. Co-workers can be actively 
involved in the socialization of informants' gender style. Ted has been received by 
many female colleagues as an immature young woman when she had her first job. 
Her female colleagues were eager to teach her how to behave properly as a mature 
woman. She recalled that once her female colleagues had bought her a very 
feminine tightly fit blouse and urged her to wear it at work. May had a similar 
experience too, her female colleague at a summer job felt that May wore too much 





dark colours and therefore bought her a pink T-shirt instead. 
The job nature is an important factor for the reception of the informants at the 
workplace. Informants, who were reporters, workers at women's organizations, 
professional at the field of arts and security guard, were less bothered by the dress 
code at work. Their working environments have relatively fewer regulations on 
their gender appearance. For other jobs such as teacher, civil servant and senior 
staff member in the church, the occupational regulations are usually more severe 
and explicit. Ding Dong was a teacher and she was always conscious of not having 
herself dressed in an overtly masculine way. And she would wear a dress in school 
events if formal dress code is imposed, even though she would not wear a dress in 
everyday life. The conscious effort of Ding Dong also aimed at preventing her 
colleagues from guessing at her sexuality from her dressing style. 
A few informants have mentioned the tension they felt when dealing with male 
colleagues. As discussed in an earlier chapter, Ken felt that some male colleagues 
at her security guard company were unfriendly to her. Her interpretation was that 
they felt threatened by her as she could virtually do the same thing as males. 
Balance shared similar experience and she later developed some strategies when 
dealing with male colleagues. For example, she would ask male colleagues to get 
things for her if they were heavy or too high for her to reach. She realized the 
vulnerability of male pride after she started to work and since then she was 
conscious not to hurt men's pride. Caterpillar has changed to a more feminine style 
at the time she was about to graduate from college and during her first job, she kept 
this feminine style. At that time she had shoulder-length curly hair and was always 
in a dress. She discovered that there was a visible difference of treatment by male 
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colleagues when she was in feminine and more androgynous attire. 
Caterpillar: There was a period I had medium-length curly hair and wore those quite 
typical feminine clothes. That time 丨 often enjoyed some unexpected privileges. The 
portion of my lunch box would be bigger. Even Ma-luck-Lo (Nasty men) will pretend 
to be a gentleman just to take advantage of you. They have other motives for sure. 
They like to watch and get closer to girls and sometimes they will make advances 
and touch your shoulder and tap your back lightly. Not really going to get you a lot of 
advantages, but some male colleagues did treat you nicely. 
Feminine style can be an "advantage" for women at the workplace in local society. 
It is possible that femininity can attract more voluntary help from male colleagues. 
Yet there are also informants who understood their masculine style (or gender 
neutral style) as an advantage for their career. As mentioned in Chapter 4, there is a 
recognizable discourse in local society that masculine women are believed to be 
• the capable work type. This discourse has been adopted by some informants to 
interpret the relationship between their gender presentation and their working 
ability. YY was a very active student in secondary school and was appreciated by 
teachers for her working ability. She regarded herself as a person being able to 
have both feminine and masculine qualities (a quality culturally received to be 
belonged to males). She could help out in heavy physical tasks and she could also 
be very detail-minded (a quality culturally received to be belonged to females). 
Grace has a similar interpretation of her gender qualities. Since her late twenties 
she was more ready to accept her female gender and feminine qualities, and she 
found herself more capable to work at her religious organization. 





Grace: I have that quality of being gentle. I really care and value other people. I am 
not an extremely sensitive person, but I am more sensitive than men. Of course I 
may not be as sensitive as other women. Sometimes I will act like a spoiled child to 
get what I want. Men usually consider that as a woman's trick. I enjoyed it. I also talk 
in a childlike tone and manner with the elderly. I won't do that with adults.'^ 
Caterpillar worked at the art field. She found that her current androgynous style 
could allow her to be more concentrated on her work both mentally and physically. 
She has been in a more feminine style in early working years, but the dress and 
high heels have given her lots of physical discomfort. In addition, she found that 
people would pay less attention to her working ability and she was more sexually 
vulnerable before males at work when she was in a feminine presentation. She 
preferred to dress herself in plain and comfortable attire. 
Caterpillar: In creative business, it is better be clean and neat. Don't give an 
, impression that you can't even take care of yourself. I think the most important thing 
is feeling at ease. A comfortable image can help me to concentrate on my job." 
Some informants have to deal with clients in their profession. Balance was in an 
insurance business and has to meet clients face to face frequently. She has 
developed a system of dressing when dealing with different kinds of client. 
Balance: It really depends on the client I am meeting. If I am meeting some older 
clients or someone who cares about appearances, I will dress more androgynously. 
Maybe a shirt without tie, or replace my jacket with a vest. If I am meeting with my 
16 Grace ：我有那種溫柔，我有那種很關心其他人、很重視其他人的感覺。我不算很sensitive， 
但我相對地比男性sensitive，但在女人堆裡我又不算。我懂得撒嬌，男人都覺得女人才可 
以這樣做，我又很enjoy�有時候講話好像小孩子那樣，是特別對待長者的，adult to adult 
不會的° 
17 Caterpillar ：做創作這個行業妳爽快一點，總比讓人覺得妳連自己的樣子好搞不好、自己 
連自己都打理不到的好。我覺得最要緊的是舒服，形象舒服就可以讓我更專注工作。 
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friends, I can wear whatever I like. I won't wear any tie when I am meeting a male 
client. I think this is a matter of identity. They feel threatened if you are more 
masculine than they are.丨 have considered this aspect though it is very strange 
indeed. 18 -
Jon also had experience with clients who have advised her on her gender style. 
Jon: I think the best thing is people don't need to be too cautious when they talk to 
me. I can mix with my colleagues quickly. The tough part is meeting my clients. 
Some of them would come up to me and asked, "Where is Miss Wong?" When I 
replied, "This is she". Their first reaction will be shocked, "Oh!" When we get together 
more, they will tell me that they didn't know I was Miss Wrong back then. "You look 
too much like a boy, you should wear dresses more often". I would usually say, "I am 
afraid I wouldn't accept myself and they would reply, "Oh, it's OK, just kidding"!'^ 
Workplace is one of the most important negotiation sites of gender in adulthood 
for the informants. The negotiations include their external gender presentations 
and gender roles in a group. More subtly they have to cope with the different 
dynamics in different gender groups at work. Most notably in this research is the 
ways some informants dealt with their male colleagues. They usually adopted a 
socially acceptable and recognizable role to accommodate their unconventional 
gender style in the woikplaces. Some presented themselves as friendly buddies to 
their co-workers, some interpreted themselves as possessing both feminine and 
masculine qualities and which is beneficial to their performance at work, and some 





1 9 J o n ：方便的是別人跟我講話不需要太小心’跟同事容易混熟。不方便的是很多時候我要 
面對客人，他們走過來“對不起，我想找黃小姐” ’我說“我是” ’他們就 " O h ! "第一個 
反應會是這樣’後來熟了就會講當初都不知道我就是黃小姐，“妳實在太像男孩子啦’妳 
應該穿條裙子就會好多啦！" ’我說“我怕我會接受不到自己”，他們就"Oh ’ 不要緊’ 
開玩笑而已！” 
182 
considered their choice of gender style as a way to be more efficient at work. 
In the following section, I will go on exploring other social networks which are 
influential to some informants' understanding of gender and their choice of gender 
presentation. 
Identity-based social networks 
Some informants in this research have attached to some social networks that 
operate through some commonalities in personal identification among members. I 
will call them identity-based social networks. The two most distinguishable 
networks that belong to this category in this research are the local religious 
communities (Christianity and Buddhism) and the female queer communities. 
Identity-based social networks are sites of identification and contestation for some 
- informants. They provide new gender discourses or cultural resources for new 
identification while at the same time they also impose new restrictions or codes of 
behaviour for their members. 
In this research, Buddhism and Christianity are two major religions mentioned by 
the informants. A few informants were involved in their local religious 
communities. Among them, YY was one of the most devoted and involved 
members in the Buddhist community. She has intended to become a Buddhist nun 
at a very early age and since then she was actively trained by her parents who were 
also devoted followers. She has expressed to me at length of her understanding of 
gender through the Buddhist learning. She explained that her gender style was 
shared by many other female Buddhists in the community. 
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YY: I found that most female Buddhists have one thing in common; they tend to have 
short hair. To them, hair is considered "trouble threads" and managing it can be very 
time-consuming. Buddhists don't want to waste too much time on that. Most women 
convert into Buddhism in their middle age, so they often feel they are far behind 
already in teaching and everything. So it is not worthwhile to spend a lot time on their 
appearances. Therefore, many female Buddhists keep their hair short, wear shirts 
and trousers just like me. They don't care what other people think. Everyone from 
thirty to sixty, they all dress alike? 
Similar observation of the female gender style in the community is shared by Ding 
Dong who is also a devoted Buddhist. 
Ding Dong: I realized that many female Buddhists are becoming and behaving more 
androgynous. They are not the typical women defined by conventional society. 
Assume there are two different types of these women, one type is gender neutral, 
and the other type is masculine and man-like. Most women will fall into the gender 
neutral category than the other one.^' 
Ding Dong admitted religion has made her more receptive to her female 
identification and she no longer wanted to be a male. 
The experiences of informants in Christian community in this research are usually 
less positive. Gene has joined the church in her secondary school years but only 
after a brief period she decided to leave the community. 










Gene: The distinction for them is very clear-cut. But the gender of my friends can't be 
defined or differentiated very clearly. My friends and I love to play dice, but many 
girls don't know how to play, so it becomes a game for bad girls. I am not sure if the 
church is held accountable. But in church boys and girls will do things on their own. I 
don't like to play with either group. When boys are playing basketball, girls will 
become cheerleaders. But they never play basketball together. Girls are very 
delicate there. I can't identify with them. I rather play with my own friends than forced 
myself to attend any fellowship? 
Gene was unable to mix into the highly segregated gender groupings of the church 
she attended. The visible incompatibility of gender style of her and other women 
in the church was another reason she could only stay there for a brief period of 
time. 
„ Grace was a senior worker at the church and she mentioned that there were some 
special expectations on senior female workers in the church. 
Grace: They have specific requirements for female workers. They want us to render 
obedience, well-behave and maintain a "lady look"! That's why the pastor asked me 
to keep my hair long. This wasn't a must.丨 can choose but I know they have 
expectations. They would expect me to wear dresses, keep my hair long, and walk 
with elegance. They often complain that 丨 am rude. Ever since I was a kid. I have 
always been highly independent. I won't change myself because of other people's 
comments. At that time, I wore both dresses and trousers. I often get compliments 
about how well I look in a dress and that I should wear dresses more often. I would 
thank them and tell them firmly that I will only wear a dress when I feel like it. 
Honestly, that's really what I said." 






2 3 Grace ：他們對女性同工有特定要求的，譬如要馴服啊、要乖啊、要lady look ！所以牧師 
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Grace's gender awareness was partly developed from her interactions with 
community services organizations and women's organizations. The experience in 
a religious women's organization was particularly significant to her. She has 
obtained her initial feminist training from there before she joined the senior staff at 
the church she served. There was a dramatic transformation of her gender 
perception during her religious training in her late twenties. She has become more 
receptive to those culturally defined feminine qualities on herself or on other 
people. Her female tutor at that time was a significant figure in her gender 
transformation. She was a very feminine woman and from her Grace realized the 
power of femininity. Together with the frustrations she encountered during the 
religious training, Grace gradually shifted from a total rejection of femininity to a 
newly developed appreciation of the feminine power. 
I 
^ Grace: My tutor described me as a gentle and meek person and I quite resented this 
description. Because to me these qualities were associated with underdogs. I'm not 
like that at all, I considered myself strong. I would never describe myself as gentle. 
Why would you say that about me? I had no objection to being called a female. But 
being a female doesn't necessarily translate to being gentle and obedient. Any 
reference to weakness was not OK with me. However, in my later studies, I explored 
and discovered my weaker side and helplessness. I came to realize, despite my 
efforts, that there were things that I can't achieve. At the time, I cried a lot and my 
female qualities started to surface. Finally I accepted myself, my weakness and the 
fact that there are things that I am not capable of. I also found out that my tutor was a 
very gentle person and gentleness is a kind of power as well.丨 appreciated that 
power. I started to understand that I can have all these qualities, tough, strong and 







feminine qualities more.24 
The dramatic change has not only changed Grace's perception of gender and her 
inner identification, but also her external dressing style. The ‘‘neutral look" she 
always insisted since her teenage years shifted to a more feminine style. She 
started to wear dresses, more colourful outfits and accessories after the new gender 
realization. At the time of the interview, she has been visibly changed to a more 
feminine style compared with the image I saw on her several years' ago. 
Besides religious communities, queer circles are another important sites of new 
gender discourse for informants. Over half of the informants in this research have 
different levels of contact with the local lesbian communities or private lesbian 
social circles. The lesbian gender culture is a significant resource for 
‘ non-heterosexual women to construct their gender identifications. The gender 
identity of TB in local lesbian groups is well-known to many informants. TB is 
popularly understood as the masculine gender of women in queer groups while 
TBG is usually understood as TB's opposite category and as the feminine gender 
of women in queer groups. For informants who have participated in the local 
lesbian communities, they were usually labeled by other members as TBs. Most of 
them were not resistant to this identity label but it is not in all cases a harmonious 
identification. Although many informants accepted TB as their group gender 










identity, they would still draw defining lines to differentiate themselves from other 
TBs. Balance, Gin, Ding Dong, Joe and Mo were all regarded by other members in 
the lesbian communities as TBs, but all of them made attempts to define 
themselves against this group identity. 
Balance: Actually many TBs can't accept their gender as women. I have no problem 
with that. People think 丨 shouldn't go into the lady's room when I wear a tie and suit. 
Some TBs will head to the men's room without thinking twice. I think that's sick and 
this is the major difference between me and the others.^^ 
Gin: Even though I don't really feel that way, I am considered as a "Zai" (the male role) 
by others. I identify with something else, not with the simple division of TBs and 
TBGs. I may be a TB at heart but I don't act on it. Because TBs imitate men and I 
treasure an ambiguous identity more.^^ 
Ding Dong: To me, they (TBs) are more boyish than me...Their looks and the way 
they talk are even rougher and tougher than men.丨 don't think this is necessary. 
Maybe deep down inside, they are very vulnerable, so they have to put on a tough 
face. I can't mix with them. I don't feel at ease. I think there is a major difference 
between me and them. They always want to express the message "I am a man" or "I 
want to be a man" in public through their looks and the way they talk. But I am more 
refined and reserved. I am not against anyone who chooses to dress or act like that, 
but I wouldn't imitate them or request them to dress like me. No. Maybe there is 
some discordance, but we don't have to imitate each other. Our common point is we 
both choose women.27 
Joe: If you compare our looks, I am more masculine or manlike than they are. I 
2 5 Balance :其實現在很多TB都會不接受自己的性別是女性，但我就不覺得這是個問題， 
有時候很多人會覺得我穿了一身西裝、帶領帶進去女廁所是有問題的，有些就會想也不想 
的進去男廁所，我覺得這是病態的，這是他們跟我最大的不同。 
2 6 G i n ：我是被認爲是屬於“仔”，雖然我自己不是很覺得，我的認同是另外一套，不是那 
麼簡單的TB或TBG。我有TB的內心，但不會act on，因爲TB是模仿男人，我比較treasure 
自己模糊的角色認同。 







reckon many TBs are not really TBs nowadays. They are very feminine. I think their 
thinking is also very feminine. I don't think they can be successful in serious 
business, because they are too indecisive and hesitant, whereas I'm not like that at 
all. Of course, sometimes I can also be indecisive about certain things. That really 
depends on your identity. If you play the male role in a homosexual relationship, I 
think you should be a decision maker. Make it easier for the other. Got to have some 
male qualities...for example, be firm and decisive.^^ 
Mo： I think I'm not as masculine as they are (TBs). I won't wear a man's suit and tie. 
I won't speak rudely, nor would I imitate their manner. I'm a very gentle person. At 
least I look gentle. Deep down I'm very mother-like. I'm actually not a very pure TB!^' 
Ted also found the identity of TB never a perfect framework for her self 
identification, but she admitted that it is a community of support and recognition 
of her gender style. The queer gender discourse enables some informants to be 
socially recognized and accepted in the community. It is an advantage to their 
, social existence and cultural survival while on the other side of the same coin, the 
dominant TB discourse in queer groups can act in a repressive way to the 
development of diversified gender identifications of masculine women. The 
都選擇了女性。 





是一 ’ 二是二 ’不要女性婆媽個種。 




increasing social recognition of the TB identity both inside and outside the queer 
communities in local society has become enabling and disabling forces to new 
female gender identifications. 
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Chapter Eight 
The Recognition through Mis-recognition 
Ha: When I'm playing Cantonese opera I can be very different. The dressing and the make-up... I 
don't really mind to be sexy. It's OK to wear strap dress. I believe you have to be involved in the role 
if you want to do a good job. I'm very involved. I feel like I'm in a drama. I'll try to jump into that role 
professionally at performance. But after the show I'm a different person. If you ask me to wear those 
clothes to perform, it's OK. Because it's something I'm interested in. But if you ask me to wear the 
same clothes to socialize with my husband's business associates, that would be really difficult!^ (Ha 
is an amateur performer of Cantonese opera. She plays the female role.) 
Bell: In the opera troupe I like to hang out with men. I really dislike being with female performers. I'm 
used to play male roles. Either for those I know or not, I will hang out with men. Until the show 
finishes and I take off the costume, I hang out with those women again. During that few hours of 
performance, I won't hang out with them.^ (Bell was a professional performer of Cantonese opera. 
She plays the male role.) 
Identity is a continual project of negotiations. As Butler puts it, it is an assignment 
(or re-assignment) of the tools that are available to us in any given culture. We are 
restricted by the number of tools available to us. Yet the ways we pick up and use 
the tools are possible sites for cultural re-signification and new forms of 
identifications. The gender experiences of informants participated in this research 
demonstrate the individual ways in everyday life they used to preserve and 
reinforce their inner integrity of gender identification and also their individual uses 
of the cultural resources (the tools) available to them to construct their sense of 
1 H a ：我唱粤曲和我平時是很不一樣的，裝扮啊...其實我並不介意性感’穿吊帶裙子沒有 








selfhood. The ways informants interpreted and made use of the cultural recourses 
and gender discourse for their individual gender identifications give rise to new 
discursive possibilities of female genders. On the other hand, identity is also 
accomplished through the continual negotiations with external forces. It urgency is 
only felt in social interactions. Hence, identity is also a project initiated and 
survived only through group interactions. Informants in this research usually 
gained their first public recognition through their mis-recognition as males by 
other social members. The very mis-recognition inaugurates their public social 
existence. It is a recognition through mistake (for none of the informant in this 
research identifies herself as male). In this concluding chapter, I will further 
explore the re-signifying possibilities brought about by such kind of "negative 
recognition" and its cultural implications. Also I will outline the relationship of 
different kinds of social networks and interactions with individuals during the 
process of gender negotiations. Next I will try to examine Butler's theory of 
gender performativity by local experiences collected in this research. And finally I 
will explore the new discursive possibilities brought about by the life experiences 
of the informants to the formation of new female gender identifications. 
The Engendering Process 
The following diagram shows the major forces contributing to the gender 
identifications of informants. Gender negotiations happen both internally (the 
psychic process of self negotiations) and externally with different social networks 
(e.g., family, peer groups, co-workers, sexual partners, fellow members in 
identity-based communities etc.). 
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Diagram 2: Forces Contributing to Gender Identification 
Heterosexual Gender Discourses 
• ！ Sactet N^works & Inter actions ！ • 
• ！ Pubiit RecDgnitionjsr ！- •！ Media! Gender Models. •: •‘ ^ ^ \ 1 [ / 
• O , 
Individual's Gender presentations & Identifications 
;.；.；. External Negotiations 
Self Negotiations 
Individual's gender presentation (including one's gender role and external gender 
style) and identification are resulted from the continual interactions with citational 
media gender models and the ways they are publicly recognized by other social 
members. The two-way arrows show that the public recognitions, media gender 
representations or models and individual's changing gender presentations and 
identifications have mutual effects on each other. The interactions taken place in 
various social networks are shown to be the most significant external forces 
contributing to the individual's understanding and negotiation of gender. Among 
them, family is one of the most influential social sites for informants particularly 
during their early formative years. Other social networks such as work 
communities and various identity-based communities (in this research they are 
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mostly religious and queer communities) are significant discursive sites for new 
knowledge and interpretations of gender. 
The heterosexual gender discourse has paradigmatic effects on individual's self 
gender identifications and the interactions with external forces. It is the dominant 
cultural resource that shapes the gender schema of individual social members. It 
provides both the linguistic and cultural intelligibility of normative gender forms 
(the mutually exclusive forms of woman and man by heterosexual definition) to 
social members. It is evident in this research that informants interpreted their 
genders in terms of the dominant heterosexual paradigm. They understand gender 
in the language of the dual-sexed system even though some of them found it hard 
to situate themselves in this framework of gender. As discussed in the prior chapter, 
the penetrating effect of the heterosexual gender paradigm is evident also in 
non-heterosexual interactions. Queer informants employed the heterosexual 
gender framework to understand their gender roles and identifications. However, 
reinterpretations of the existing gender paradigms, or in Butler's term, 
re-signification of existing gender signs are shown in informants' self-identifying 
process. The new discursive possibilities opened up by the living examples of 
informants in this research will be further explored in later paragraphs in this 
chapter. 
Theory and Living Practices 
The gender formulation of Butler is the primary framework of this research. There 
is more discussion of Butler's theory of gender performativity in Chapter 3. To 
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sum up, Butler conceives gender as the effect of compulsory repetitive acts that are 
regulated by cultural conventions. Identity is never a fixed sign nor has any true 
sense of inner integrity. It establishes a sense of fictional inner integrity through 
exclusion and abjection (the idea of "constitutive outside"). Subjects gain their 
social existence through citational recognitions, which means social subjects are 
recognized only through culturally intelligible frameworks or discourses. In short, 
gender to Butler is a discursive construction that no inner truth (for example in a 
biological sense) exists before the operation and regulation of discourses. Yet 
since the sign of gender is never fixed and it is continually signified and 
re-signified through changing discourses, the possibility of re-signification of the 
sign is always open and hence, gender is never as stable and self-evident as it 
appears to be. 
The living experiences of the informants in this research show that their very 
‘ social existence is inaugurated only through mis-recognition as the other sex. They 
are recognized by other social members also as boy-heads, manly women and TBs. 
There is a discrepancy of their self recognitions and the recognitions imposed on 
them by other social members. Most of them did not identify without struggle with 
those public identity labels granted to them. And most of them did not become 
what they were recognized by other social members. In the aspect of their gender 
identifications, it seems that in local context, there is a lack of citational paradigms 
for masculine women to make recourse to for their gender construction. The 
citational recognitions imposed on them by other social members through exiting 
frameworks of cultural intelligibility prove to be insufficient for individual 
informants. It shows that the hailing of a subject into a recognizable social position 
does not necessarily require the acknowledgement of the subject itself. This is 
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particularly true for subjects who are at discursively marginal positions. They are 
prone to be appropriated by and through dominant discourses and owing to their 
culturally marginal positions they are lack of the discursive power to refute against 
those authoritative discourses hail them into social positions that are not fully 
accommodating to them. Informants in this research are appropriated by other 
social members into social positions that are formulated through the dominant 
heterosexual gender discourse. On the other hand, informants tended to interpret 
their masculinities through recognizable social positions such as easy-going 
buddies or capable working women (Chapter 4). While recognizable gender 
paradigm beyond existing gender frameworks is virtually absent in local context, 
except queer gender identifications in local lesbian community. This explains why 
the "citiationl recognition" of masculine women in local society is always 
associated with female homosexuality. 
Gender identification of the informants in some cases was changeable over time 
and in different situations (such as with men or women in courting relationships). 
It can be a prolonged process of struggle against different gender discourses (such 
as the experiences of Mo and Gin). Some informants mentioned the fluidity of 
gender. It seems to be a continuum of attributes that one can flow along in between 
the two ends in different occasions or over the years (such as Gene and Grace). 
Another distinctive feature of informants' interpretations of their genders is the 
frequent differentiations they made against the Others that include other women, 
men, TBs or themselves in earlier years. Their sense of self is usually achieved by 
drawing defining boundaries constantly from the "constitutive outside". 
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Gender is also formulated by Butler as the effect of repetitive acts regulated by the 
compulsory heterosexuality. As discussed elsewhere, the dominant heterosexual 
paradigm has penetrating effects on various kinds of social interaction and 
individual's gender identifications. Informants formulated their own gender 
identities within the recognizable frameworks of heterosexuality. Many 
informants posited themselves as playing the "male" role in many social 
interactions. It is difficult to avoid the linguistic effect of the dominant 
heterosexual gender framework. Some informants were led to believe they have to 
be males in order to be attracted to women. Some have been identified with males 
and consciously played the male gender role. However, there are also cases 
showing active effort of reinterpreting the dominant definitions of gender. Some 
informants refused to play the compulsory feminine roles prescribed by the 
dominant gender system. Even though the refuse would bring them punitive 
consequence. The re-signifying attempts of female genders and masculinity by 
‘ many informants will possibly lead to the formation of new gender discourses and 
hence new social recognitions. 
The Mere Facts of Mis-recognition 
Public mis-recognition as discussed above is the first inauguration social members 
grant to the informants. This very mis-recognition has implications in many ways. 
First of all it demonstrates the limitation of existing gender discourse. The 
mutually exclusive genders of man and woman by heterosexual definition are 
proved to be incapable to accommodate genders that belong to neither category in 
any absolute sense. In fact it is questionable whether there is any absolute form of 
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ideal womanhood and manhood. The continual categorization of subjects into the 
strict definition of heterosexual dual-gender system excludes many subjects that 
fall beyond those arbitrary yet authoritative definitions and most important it 
forecloses the possibilities of new categories of gender. 
However, the mis-recognition is also enabling in the aspect that it does inaugurate 
the subjects who have been mistaken into a new social position. Through gender 
mis-recognition, masculine women have become a unique category of gendered 
subject for they are differentiated from the rest of women and men who have their 
genders "correctly" recognized by other social members. The mis-recognition is a 
disruption to the dominant gender categorization for it falls short to include all 
gendered beings. However, the new social positions enabled by the gender mistake 
are incomplete. Informants would be appropriated by other culturally recognizable 
positions such as boy-head, manly women and TB. Or they would be regarded as a 
monolithic group with stereotypical assumptions. Yet the public mis-recognition 
has initiated the very first moment of social recognition to the mistaken subjects 
and in this way, possibilities of new signification of the subjects' gender identity 
are opened. 
New Significations of Masculinity 
The living experiences of the informants in this research has opened up new 
gender possibilities in two ways, they are firstly the re-signification of 
heterosexual gender formulation and secondly the new significations of 
masculinity. 
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The informants have manipulated and re-signified the dominant heterosexual 
gender signs. They were recognized as males by other social members and some of 
them considered themselves playing the male role in everyday social interactions. 
All of them identified themselves as biological female. Yet most of them have 
been in struggle against the socially prescribed forms of femininity. They lived 
their lives against the dominant definition of gender by denaturalizing femininity 
from the female body. They are females biologically but their genders are open to 
individual interpretations. In turn, they have also destabilized the dominant 
equation of biological male and masculinity. Their living experiences have 
contributed to new discourses of masculinity. As discussed in Chapter 6, paternal 
figures in this research seemed not to be a major learning source of masculinity for 
the informants in their formative years. Instead most of them were more closely 
attached to mothers. The knowledge of culturally defined masculine qualities 
more often is distributed to informants through their mothers. Also, other 
masculine women models in informants' lives were important sources of gender 
learning and identifications. For example, icons of masculine women in the local 
media and fellow TBs in schools and queer community are reported by the 
informants as significant sources of gender learning. Masculine identification can 
be accomplished without or with limited male involvement. It is an important 
revelation in this research that masculine identification should not be reduced to 
male identification. The assumption is resulted from the stereotypical association 
of biological maleness and cultural masculinity. The latter is a set of qualities that 
are defined by individual cultures and can be applied to both biological female and 
male. More studies on the masculinities on female bodies are essential for the 
better understanding of forms of female gender and forms of masculinity. 
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The public mis-recognition of masculine women initiates this project and also the 
very social existence of masculine women. It is one of the first studies of 
alternatively gendered women in the local society. And the discursive possibilities 
for masculine women are still seriously inadequate. The eighteen informants in 
this project have already demonstrated to us the neglected lives of some of the 
marginally recognized women and their everyday efforts of negotiating with 
dominant gender interpretations. They have been mis-recognized and appropriated 
by their social members but this commonality does not make them into a 
homogeneous gender group. They are individually different and unique. The 
mis-recognition gives them their very first social recognition. However, the best 
recognitions are yet to come. 
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Profile of the Researcher 
Lucetta Yip Lo KAM 
� ^ Born in January 1974 in Shanghai, China. 
. R e - s e t t l e d in Hong Kong at 7 with family. 
During the past 22 years, she has been always in 
^ ^ ^ ^ H H search of her identities in different imagined spheres. 
Passionately interested in: Identities of any kind; Transgressive genders 
It is a troubling concept to me starting from age 7 when I was taken away from my 
• beloved homeland and dreamlike childhood to the noisy, over-populated and 
unromantic city of Hong Kong. Since then, I have been a "native" to nowhere and 
a foreigner to everywhere. I speak hybridized language (Shanghainese + 
Cantonese + English) and never ever can I find any "mother-tongue" in any 
essentialist sense. Every language I speak is accented and never "complete". The 
same experience happens to my various identifications. They are always mixed, 
tainted, occasional and never "complete". 
About my gender profile 
I was a conventional feminine girl (judged from my "clothed gender") before age 
24. 
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Since then, I became attached to the "androgynous" style (my interpretation). 
I gradually realized I was brought up in a family in favour of those culturally 
appreciated "masculine" qualities. I have been deeply influenced by my mother. 
She is one of the tough women in my family. She taught us to be self-sufficient 
people, never relying on men. We leamt from her crying is something we should 
try our best to avoid, never let our emotion spilling over. 
During my years working in the media, I have met many masculine women, those 
who usually are mistaken as males by strangers. Their gender style and 
personalities fascinated me. 
I never know whether it is my family training or those masculine women I met 
over the years "shapes" me into the way I am now. 
Once I have been mistaken as a male. At the time when I was 24，a flower vender 
came to me in street and called me Mister. It was St. Valentine's Day and I was 
addressed as Mister and asked to buy a rose for my girlfriend. The mistake was 
soon dismissed. I felt good of the mistake. It was like a gender adventure. And I 
felt good to be not feminine. After I finished this research project, I encountered 
my second gender mistake. Five years later, I was mistaken again by a woman in a 
convenience store. I was greeted as Mister when I was about to make the payment 
at the cashier. This time I smiled to myself. I should have been one of the 
informants in this project! All the questions I have asked the informants came to 
me at that moment of mistake! 
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There was time I was overwhelmed by an inner desire to perform masculinity. I 
played the masculine tricks subtly. They were on my hair, my clothes, my way of 
sitting, talking and perhaps even thinking. There was time I felt uneasy of my 
"excessive" tomboyish dressing style. There was time I felt sick of the "excessive" 
feminine clothes on my body. 
This research project is one of the milestones of my gender realization. It allows 




Negotiating Boundaries: An On-going Dialogue Between Selves 
There is a shift in the positioning of myself during the progress of this research 
project. In the beginning, although I did not situate myself and my informants that 
far as if I am researching on a culturally distant group, yet I was aware of the 
"gender distance" which lied between me and "them" the researched informants. I 
was first pushed by the urge to enhance my understanding of those masculine 
women whom I have had some fantasized imaginations and keen curiosity, whom 
I also had projected my romanticized idea of subversive gender outside the F/M 
binary schema, but never ever had the thought I will bear any similarity to "them". 
During the interview process and an intensive period of literature review, I have 
been continually exposed to both real life and fascinating recorded cases of 
differently gendered women in Hong Kong and in different cultures throughout the 
world in different times. I have been excited and fascinated by those adventurous 
stories of legendary women warriors, female sailors, cross-dressing female 
soldiers, transvestite female saints, drag kings on stage, male impersonators... 
much the same way as a popular reader. Such excitement troubled me. I found 
myself act like a cultural tourist enjoying the exoticism of the Other. Yet what 
"fascinates" me more is the reason why I am so much fascinated by those stories. I 
find myself deeply impressed by those courageously gendered women and deep 
down I also wish I can have the courage and freedom like them. 
This feeling of appreciation did not dismiss during real meetings with my 
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informants. I was and am still very absorbed in their experiences and life stories. I 
anticipate one of the major reasons of my absorption is the stories of my 
informants triggered off my "deep down" identification of those so-called 
"masculinist" values. They are not values belonged to man, but are those culturally 
constructed values defined as "masculine", and most often are oppositely defined 
by those "feminine" values. For example, according to popular understanding, 
being quick, aggressive, assertive, tough in manner, strong in physique, 
adventurous, sporty, protective of others, decisive, good at fighting (but not 
quarrel, which is a negative behaviour always done by nasty women or "little 
man")... etc. are values most often defined as "masculine", and "feminine" values 
are defined to be the opposite. 
The "revelation" I gradually got from the research process is I share a lot with my 
informants on those "masculine" qualities. To a larger extent, me and most of my 
informants value more of those M qualities than F qualities, even though we both 
agree they have nothing to do with biological sex. In this aspect, the previous 
dividing line (even if it's imaginative in nature) between me and them is more 
difficult to identified, if not totally disappeared. I found myself more often 
returning home after interview with appreciation and pleasure of sameness rather 
than with any critical interpretation that I would expect to generate. 
It seems that to some extent, my "masculinist" inclination is being reinforced by 
the continual stimulation during literature review and mutual sharing during 
interviews. I start to feel like my "self is being shaped (or re-shaped) by the 
research process. The effect of story-telling on group identification and the 
"discursive" power on personal subjectivity seem to display on myself. 
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The distance between my informants and I is not as far away and identifiable as I 
previously believed. The newly acknowledged linkage with my informants has 
induced me to re-read some of my past and present experiences and I am aware of 
some new ways of interpretation of my experiences and behaviours are emerging 
as a result of the "intervention" of the research process. Though I am also aware of 
the effect of the preference of "masculine" qualities over "feminine" ones in most 
patriarchal cultures. It is not unusual to find one upholding those values which are 
sanctioned and supported by dominant discourses. However, what is at issue here 
is how far will my newfound identification with my informants affect my critical 
reading and then analysis of their experiences? And how can I deal with my own 
"masculinist" inclination while I want to give a "trustworthy" (and not 
over-romanticized and assumption-blind) representation of my informants? 
Am I losing my critical detachment? 
I am not doing an extensively participative ethnographic research in any identified 
"field" or "community", yet I find the concept "going native" quite relevant to 
address the threat I am trying to overcome after I am aware of the diminishing 
distance between me and my informants. "Going native" is when during research 
the researcher is taking up a role as a complete participant and at the same time 
"abandons the position of analyst for identification with the people under study". ^  
It runs the risk of losing a sense of critique and a fresh perspective to read 
1 Walsh, David (1998) "Doing Ethnography", in Clive Seale (ed.) Researching Society and Culture, 
London: Thousand Oak. 
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informants' experiences. The positive side of my being able to be "identifiable" to 
my informants is that I can understand their ways of thinking and doing more 
effectively than a total "outsider" and this can sometimes help to encourage a more 
in-depth sharing with the informant. 
The possibility of generating fresh insights is obscured by the "seduction" of the 
pleasure of shared stories and feelings. More threatening to the researcher and also 
the research is the unconscious acceptance of "critically unexamined" life 
experiences both of the research participants and the researcher. 
However, it is usually hard to define how far (or how close) should be the critical 
distance that a researcher better to draw between her/him and the participants. In 
my case, I have to be alert of any moments I am "too close" to my informants. It is 
often not easy to situate and behave myself as a critically detached researcher 
during interview, as sometimes shared experiences and emotions are productive to 
interview conversation. 
Representation? Or to reproduce MY preferred "Others" (or Self)? 
Our research participants might not always share with us similar commitments and 
their voices might be most likely heterogeneous or even contradictory in nature. 
We cannot privilege our way of reading upon their life experiences. This will result 
in a violent appropriation of the represented individuals or communities, even if 
the intention of appropriation is for the "good" of them. 
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This dilemma is manifested in my research project in two aspects: 
1. My valuing of "masculine" qualities V.S. An "untainted" account of the real 
living experiences of "masculine women" 
2. My fantasized projection on "masculine women" as a way out of the F/M 
dualism V.S. The heterogeneous and sometimes "anti-feminist" viewpoints of 
informants 
I admit the temptation of romanticizing the life experiences of informants was 
from time to time present during the research process. It was still the case after I 
was aware of the diminishing boundary between the informants and myself. How 
to prevent myself from projecting my own political ideal onto the informants? 
How to be critically aware of appropriating others' life experiences to my own 
presumed readings? If the telling of one's lived experience is not a "transparent" 
act and the way of telling is as complicated as the way of hearing/reading, then 
how can the researcher to represent the stories of the researched in ways with less 
"appropriations"? How to solve the possible conflict of the discrepant 
interpretations of the researcher and the researched on their experiences? And how 
to avoid jumping to some prescribed (pro-feminist) conclusions without listening 
trustfully to the voices of the actual tellers and without generating knowledge from 
those voices and stories? 
Those problems are in fact not only restricted to my research. They have pushed 
me to reflect on some of my own unacknowledged epistemological presumptions, 
which are affecting my daily sense-making and interpersonal interactions in real 
life. 
215 
1 am in search of any plausible answers to those emergent problems. An approach 
which I found quite enlightening so far is offered by Kitzinger and Wilkinson 
(1996)2， 
However we interpret the task of "representing Others", we have to recognise the complexity 
of the stories that "they" as well as "we" tell, and not imagine that simply "enabling them to 
be heard" will unproblematically translate into revolutionary social and political change. 
(P.23) 
Questioning the process of Othering (or in my case also the process of Self 
making), critically examining the complex functioning of different kind of 
discursive forces to the construction of telling, hearing and representing, are 
productive in creating substantial and faithful new understandings and knowledge. 
2 Wilkinson, Sue and Kitzinger, Celia (1996)(ed.) Representing the Other: A Feminism and 
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